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      ewspaper headlines this month reflect the devastation caused globally by the Coronavirus, COVID -19. With the 
pandemic across the globe resulting in over 6,000 deaths, ECD centres around the world have been closed for the 
foreseeable future. In South Africa this happened as from the 16th March. This decision by government – the correct 
decision by the way – has consequences which were not thought through before implementation. Four immediate 
problems arise for ECD centres and children, and further problems arise for ECD NPOs. For ECD centres the problems 
created include: 
 

1) Many tens of thousands of parents are not going to pay fees for the days that the ECD centre is closed. 
 This will have the effect that ECD centre income is critically reduced.  
2) Many ECD centres are not going to pay their staff for the days that the ECD centre is closed. This will 
 have an impact on the lives of already vulnerable women. Without that income, already low earning ECD 
 staff, will struggle. 
3) Vulnerable children will miss a substantial meal each day at the ECD centres.  
4) Already vulnerable children will be more vulnerable to violence and potential abuse, in all its forms, in 
 communities. 

 
Immediate action required from the South Africa government, to overcome the above problems, is to immediately 
announce that the Child Support Grant payable to families for young children will be doubled for the next three 
months, and maybe beyond that, to ensure food for vulnerable children. Coupled with this must be a once -off 
payment to all ECD centres in quintiles one to three, to be used to support ECD worker salaries.  
 
Now the argument will be made that ‚government cannot afford this‛. This is total nonsense given that government 
has bailed out SAA, Eskom and PRAESA to the tune of more than fifty billion rand so far.  
 
For ECD NPOs the situation is also severe. As the 
economy weakens, companies will allocate less to CSI 
budgets and Foundations and Trusts will also have less 
to distribute to NPOs. This will result in ECD NPOs that 
are already struggling, incurring a significant drop in 
income and will result in more ECD NPOs closing. In the 
case where ECD NPOs have no reserves and few income 
streams, this will be especially hard felt.  
 
At the same time, national ECD bodies have been largely silent on the Coronavirus. The SA Congress for ECD sent 
out a statement to provincial bodies urging that parents commit to paying fees to ECD centres. But most parents will 
not see the letter. The National Early Childhood Development Alliance has been totally silent on the Coronavirus and 
what ECD NPOs could/should do. 
 
Enjoy reading this edition of EARLY YEARS. 
 
ERIC ATMORE 
Director      
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ECD centres often run feeding programmes which for many 
children is the only meal they receive in a day. 
 
Sonja Giese, the executive director at Innovation Edge, 
indicated that of the seven million children under six in SA, 65% 
live in households below the poverty line. 
 
The closure of early learning centres could exacerbate these 
difficult circumstances, sparking an increase in child hunger and 
malnutrition, which leads to stunting. 
 
‚South Africa already has a very high rate of stunting (31% of 
children under five are stunted). This preventable health 
condition is caused by chronic malnutrition and undermines 
both the physical and cognitive development of a child,‛ 
explained Giese. 
 
Partnerships between the public and private sector are also 
needed to ensure that no child goes hungry while ECD services 
are closed, said Giese. 
 
Atmore emphasised that without proper nutrition children have 
lowered immunity to illnesses, in this case, Covid-19. 
 
Marion Wagner from Breadline South Africa said their 
organisation was figuring out ways to ensure children were still 
fed while ECD centres are closed. One possibility is keeping 
their soup kitchens open, but implementing precautions. 
 
‚These children then can arrive at staggered times so they don’t 
infect each other. So, now, some of the children in the area can 
get food.‛ 
 
It is now also incumbent on parents and caregivers to ensure 
children are aware of social distancing and hygiene methods to 
curb the spread of Covid-19. Children as young as two years old 
have been infected with the virus. 
 
Nala said contact may be quite high among children, given their 
tendency towards physical play. 
 
‚Parents and schools, I want to believe, have done a lot to 
educate children around that. So it’s also about us being 
creative and talking to our kids about other forms of play, that 
would minimise contact with each other.‛ 
 
She said children shouldn’t be bombarded with information but 
must know the basics such as frequent handwashing, washing 
their hands for 20-40 seconds at a time and how to cough and 
sneeze correctly. 
 
However, where children do not have a parental figure to look 
after them, Atmore feels the risk for infection may be higher. 
 
‚Those children are not going to be watched as stringently as 

COVID-19: CHILDREN AT RISK  
AS EARLY CHILDHOOD 

DEVELOPMENT CENTRES CLOSE 

 
~ Sandisiwe Shoba  

 
Child safety, malnutrition and the impact on educational 
outcomes are just some of the risks associated with the closure 
of ECD centres across South Africa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Following the declaration of the Covid-19 pandemic as a 
national disaster, the Department of Social Development 
announced that early childhood development (ECD) centres 
would be shut down from 18 March to 15 April. 
 
According to Eric Atmore, the director and founder of the Centre 
for Early Childhood Development (CECD), close to 2.3 million 
children are now homebound, with the responsibility placed on 
parents and caregivers to supervise them. 
 
‚Large numbers will not have an adult or an older person to 
look after them, so it places children at risk,‛ said Atmore. 
 
Neglect, abuse, abduction, trafficking and sexual exploitation 
are just some of the dangers these children are vulnerable to if 
left unsupervised. 
 
Dumisile Nala, the national executive officer at Childline, urged 
parents to carefully consider who they were leaving their 
children with and how they would educate their kids about 
personal safety. 
 
‚It is about talking to some children who might be at home 
alone about how to keep safe. If they have to go out and buy 
bread or play, how do they keep safe? We also need to remind 
children that they are safer in numbers, or even if they have to 
go to the shops, a child must make sure they are not going 
there by themselves,‛ said Nala. 
 
Beyond child safety, malnutrition is another cause for concern. 
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have access to at least one smartphone. What households don’t 
have is data. 
 
‚This is a simple, scalable and ethical response to the crisis we 
are facing.‛  
 
If you or a loved one are concerned that you may be infected 
with Covid-19, immediately call the national hotline on 0800 
029 999 for advice and assistance. 

 
Article  available at  

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-03-20-covid-19-
children-at-risk-as-early-childhood-development-centres-close/  

 

 
 
 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT: MORE DATA  

ON LEARNERS WITH 
DISABILITIES NEEDED 

 
~ Sandisiwe Shoba  

 
As the Department of Basic Education prepares to take over early 
childhood development from Social Development, a number of 
gaps have surfaced in the provision of care for children with 
disabilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scant data exists on early childhood development (ECD) for 
learners with disabilities, according to the Department of Basic 
Education (DBE).  
 
The department’s parliamentary committee held a joint meeting 
with the Committee for Social Development on 3 March, to 
discuss the migration of early childhood development from the 
Department of Social Development to the Department of Basic 
Education. 

they should be, and that’s going to lead to this virus taking hold 
in young children,‛ he said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ECD centres themselves are facing a difficult dilemma, said 
Atmore. With parents not using ECD services for the time being, 
some are refusing to pay their monthly fee. As a result, staff 
may not get paid. 
 
‚Each individual ECD centre must make their own decisions on 
that,‛ said Atmore, ‚because those centres are autonomous.‛ 
He cautioned that managers should remember that staff are off 
work because of a government directive and not by choice. 
 
Atmore said the ideal situation would be that the Department 
of Social Development offers a once-off grant to all ECD centres 
in quintiles one to three to help them survive the month. 
‚But that’s unlikely.‛ 
 
Giese was concerned about the possible negative impact the 
shutdown would have on learning outcomes. 
 
‚Already, research suggests that less than half of our four- to six
-year-old children are developmentally on track in areas such as 
early language, early numeracy, cognitive and executive 
functioning and fine motor coordination.  
 
‚Access to high-quality early learning programmes has been 
shown to have a significant positive impact on learning 
outcomes (particularly for our poorest children). The disruption 
in service provision as a result of Covid-19 will undermine the 
gains we are starting to make.‛ 
 
For the time being, Giese suggests that, where possible, 
children should access early learning material through 
children’s books and digital products such as mobile 
applications, educational websites, daily messaging for 
caregivers (via SMS or WhatsApp), chatbots and downloadable 
resources. 
 
‚Most of these can be accessed on a simple smartphone (or 
even feature phone in some instances), and most households 
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afford the service. 
 
‚DSD funds inclusive education training and programmes for 
ECD centres. Wealthier parents in urban areas are often able to 
access well-resourced ECD centres with appropriately trained 
staff. In the Western Cape, special care centres (SCCs) often 
enrol learners with intellectual disability (mild through to severe 
to profound) from about six months to the age of 21 (in some 
cases over 30 years of age).‛ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘ 
 
 
According to Sonja Giese from Innovation Edge, a company that 
provides funding to nonprofits in the childhood development 
space, parents may feel embarrassed or anxious about enrolling 
their differently-abled child in an ECD programme. 
 
‚We really need to be thinking about how we conscientise 
parents differently around that and we need to be thinking 
about how we support ECD practices and ECD practitioners to 
accommodate children with special needs,‛ said Giese. 
 
She feels the stigma about disability needs to be addressed by 
making services for differently-abled children part and parcel of 
mainstream ECD programmes. 
 
Early childhood development plays a critical role in preparing a 
child to thrive in primary and secondary school by ensuring 
their holistic development from conception to age six when they 
enter formal schooling. 
 
During her presentation to the committee, Giese said ECD 
includes an ‚essential packages of services‛: maternal and 
health services; nutritional support for pregnant women, 
mothers and children; support for primary caregivers; social 
services and stimulation for early learning. 
 
She highlighted that there needs to be a focus-shift from matric 
results to outcomes in early childhood development, which has 
an impact on whether a child completes secondary schooling 
and their potential to find a job in their adult years. 

 
Article  available at  

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-03-04-early-
childhood-development-more-data-on-learners-with-disabilities 

The transfer was announced in last year’s State of the Nation 
Address in February. 
 
The DBE’s head of Curriculum Policy, Support and Monitoring, 
Julia Mamiki Maboya, said existing data does not differentiate 
between children with or without disabilities. 
 
‚Going forward with the pieces of research that we are going to 
conduct, we will definitely have to disaggregate, so that we 
know where these learners are, and how many they are,‛ 
Maboya told Daily Maverick. 
 
She said the DBE’s takeover of early childhood development 
was the perfect opportunity to fix any issues, which includes 
getting more comprehensive data on the sector.  
 
Part of the plan is to conduct a national census in 2020/21 to 
map all early learning programmes by tracking the number of 
ECD centres, and an ECD audit in April 2020 to get detailed 
information such as learners’ health and nutrition. The DBE said 
the last national ECD audit was conducted in 2013 by Social 
Development. 
 
The joint committee was presented with the DBE’s Draft 
National Framework on Learners with Disabilities which has a 
three-step plan that includes early detection, intervention and 
mainstreaming to ensure learners are able to integrate into the 
education system; an additional subsidy for learners with 
disabilities, over and above the R1,860 monthly grant; and 
needs-based support and referrals through appropriately 
trained practitioners. 
 
Maboya said the department plans to implement the existing 
Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support (SIAS) policy 
for children under four years old, to detect disabilities in 
children early and refer them, where necessary, to specialised 
programmes. 
 
‚Those who don’t need referral, we’d have to have a package of 
support for them, like giving them assistive devices and 
differentiated teaching, so that you don’t just teach as if you are 
teaching a homogenous group but teach in a differentiated 
manner.‛ 
 
According to the National Integrated Early Childhood 
Development Policy (from 2015) approximately 23% of children 
aged below nine years in low- and middle-income countries are 
at risk of disabilities. Children with disabilities are, in addition, 
at risk of low access to early childhood development services 
and at an increased risk of poor quality care.  
 
Vanessa Japhta, the advocacy manager at the Western Cape 
Forum for Intellectual Disability, said access to ECD centres for 
children with intellectual disability in the Western Cape was 
often dependent on location and whether the parent could 
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