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      s we approach the end of 2020, it is time to take stock of this “unusual” year as it relates to the ECD sector. The 
year began as normal… Who would have predicted Covid-19? 
 
The virus has had a devastating impact on the world, on our continent, on South Africa and on the non -profit and ECD 
sectors. 
 
When reviewing the year there have been positives and negatives. The positives this year include the activism of parts 
of the ECD sector, winning two court cases - the first, in which CECD provided “expert opinion”, ruled that the 
Minister of Social Development had to open ECD centres on the 7th of July. The second victory, where we were an 
applicant, was that ECD subsidies had to be paid in full and be paid retrospectively. Linked to this has been the ECD 
protests that took place nation-wide. Over the past two decades, the ECD sector has not been so active and visible, 
and it arose from the ground up. This was heartening. 
 
The downsides for the ECD sector have been significant. As the year ends we have seen ECD NPOs closing, many ECD 
NPOs not being able to pay salaries and thousands of ECD centres not opening. Estimates of ECD centre job losses 
also runs into tens of thousands. 
 
And through this time I have been struck by the absence of the two national ECD bodies in the country. Neither of the 
national ECD organisations was willing to be an applicant in the second court case even though they were invited. 
This was a poor strategic choice in my view. Another poor decision (in my view) was the one relating to which ECD 
centres can benefit from the ECD Fund set up jointly by the SA Congress for ECD and the National ECD Alliance. They 
decided that only registered ECD centres could apply for funding support. In answer to my question: why was this so, I 
was told that it was because the donors wanted it this way. This reflects poorly on the ECD sector. By denying 
unregistered ECD centres access to funding the inequalities in the ECD sector are exacerbated.  
 
A further disappointment was the Minister of Social Development pulling out of a live television discussion with me 
on the state of ECD in our country. About 15 minutes before we were due to go on air she informed the TV station 
that she would not take part.   
 
What the environment be like when the ECD sector is back at work in January 2021 is uncertain. Currently Covid -19 
cases are spiralling in the Eastern Cape and to a lesser degree in the Western Cape province. Whatever the situation 
in January 2021, we wish you and your family good health and happiness over the Christmas season and that you 
return to the sector in January 2021, rested, full of energy and hopefully for a Covid-19 free South Africa. 
 
Enjoy reading this last edition of EARLY YEARS for 2020. 
 
ERIC ATMORE 
Director 
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coupled with widespread site closures due to the prohibitive 
cost of complying with the Department of Social Development’s 
(DSD’s) reopening protocols. 
 
Another survey conducted by Ilifa Labantwana and others found 
that over 100,000 jobs in the ECD sector may already have been 
lost and 1.8 million children are at risk of not being able to 
access ECD services if programmes are unable to reopen. 
 
However, it must be understood that it was the condition of the 
early learning system in South Africa prior to Covid-19 pandemic 
that aggravated the extent of damage to the sector. Most ECD 
programmes are unable to obtain formal registration due to the 
stringent and complicated registration process required by the 
government. The bulk of these are informal microsubsistence-
based enterprises operated by women, providing not only a 
livelihood to thousands of ECD practitioners, day mothers, 
playgroup facilitators and many other workers that keep the 
ECD sector functioning, but also an invaluable service to 
households who rely on the ECD sector to look after their 
children and provide daily food, education and safety for them 
while they are at work. 
 
Without childcare being available, the burden of care falls 
primarily on women – impeding their ability to take up income-
earning opportunities. Ilifa Labantwana’s survey found that less 
than 15% of surveyed ECD programmes received any income 
from fees during lockdown, and that only 22% received a 
subsidy from the DSD. Not surprisingly, this had left the vast 
majority unable to pay staff salaries and operating costs, 
significantly contributing to the severe attrition in the workforce 
and inability to reopen. 
 
With this scenario in mind, Ilifa Labantwana has, since early in 
the lockdown, mobilised resources and partnerships in order to 
assist the ECD sector to reopen and recover from the impact of 
Covid-19. It secured R36-million in funding from four funders – 
the ELMA Foundation, Allan Gray Orbis Foundation 
Endowment, the Standard Bank Tutuwa Community Foundation 
and the DG Murray Trust. With these funds, it has initiated an 
ambitious ECD Covid-19 response project, working with three 
NGO partners: The Unlimited Child, SmartStart and Violence 
Prevention through Urban Upgrading (VPUU), which among 
them support thousands of ECD sites across South Africa. 
 
The government’s announcement of an additional R380-million 
into the sector to support the incomes of the ECD workforce will 
promote the reopening of ECD programmes, but it must be 
provided in a way that clearly and effectively reaches the 
workforce serving the poorest children so that these ECD sites 
can open their doors. 
 
The project has a dual purpose: immediate relief and support 
for struggling ECD managers, staff and programmes so that they 
may survive, comply with the Covid-19 reopening regulations, 

COVID-     HAS DEVASTATED 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 

DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMMES, 

BUT WE’RE SLOWLY CLAWING 

OUR WAY BACK 
 
 

~ Laura Brooks and Andrew Hartnack  
 
 

Even before the Covid-19 pandemic hit, the early childhood 
development sector was battling excessive red tape. But the 
impacts of Covid-19 and the lockdown have been devastating – 
attendance dropped to an 18-year low of just 13%, more than 
100,000 jobs may already have been lost and 1.8 million children 
are at risk of not being able to access early childhood 
development services if programmes are unable to reopen. 

 
The ECD Working Group of the C-19 People’s Coalition released 
a statement that the early childhood development (ECD) sector 
is at risk of being “decimated by government inadequacy” 
during the ongoing Covid-19 crisis. That statement may appear 
harsh, but it holds a lot of water.  
 
The impacts of Covid-19 and the lockdown on the ECD sector 
have been devastating – even more than the effects on the 
schooling system, which is more formalised and better 
supported by the state. They will continue to be felt for some 
time unless appropriate action is taken and urgent support 
provided. Two recent surveys show a sector in deep trouble. 
 
The widely reported NIDS-CRAM Wave 2 study found that ECD 
attendance dropped to an 18-year low of just 13% by mid-
August 2020. This “dramatic contraction” is due to the double 
blow of household factors such as lost employment, reduced 
income and parental fears of children contracting Covid-19 – 
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workforce serving the poorest children so that these ECD sites 
can open their doors. 
 
Ilifa Labantwana is seeking to learn from this project and will 
feed these lessons into new policy approaches which can be 
adopted by the government.  
 
As serious as this crisis is, it provides a valuable opportunity to 
innovate and demonstrate new approaches that could help to 
revitalise the ECD sector and ensure working systems of 
nutritional and early learning support for young children in the 
future.  
 
Laura Brooks is the ECD Financing and Systems Manager at Ilifa 
Labantwana – an organisation working to secure an equal start 
for all children living in South Africa through universal access to 
quality early childhood development. She is an economist 
committed to improving the lives of the country’s most 
vulnerable people. 
 
Andrew Hartnack is a social anthropologist with almost 20 
years’ experience in human development research and 
implementation in southern Africa. He is working with Ilifa 
Labantwana to manage the ECD Covid-19 Response Project. 
 

 
Article  available at  

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-11-05-covid-19-
has-devastated-early-childhood-development-programmes-but-

were-slowly-clawing-our-way-back/ 
 
 
 

NON-PROFIT LEADERS FACE A 

STARK NEW NORMAL 
 
 

~ Nazeema Mohamed 
 
 

There is no easy Covid-19 pivoting for not-for-profit 
organisations (NPOs), which are facing enormous financial, 
human resources and technology issues. NPO leaders are being 
challenged to think boldly and creatively about their financial 
and human resources, in terms of how we can replenish these 
so as to emerge from the crater caused by the pandemic. 
 
We are also being challenged to embrace technology and find 
new ways of working. For Inyathelo, this has been a very real 
issue. We previously utilised our attractive and well-resourced 
office and conferencing spaces in Woodstock for our own 
training services, as well as hiring out space to others, and have 
had to transition to a virtual platform. 
 

and reopen; and, a longer-term aim of demonstrating the role 
ECD sites can play in the provision of nutritional support to 
children aged 0-5. 

The project is providing support to 1,859 unregistered ECD sites 
spread across South Africa and food support to 3,488 ECD staff 
and more than 43,400 children. Through the three NGO 
partners, participating ECD sites are receiving support packs to 
ensure that they can comply with reopening protocols. Along 
with basic compliance materials and support, the participating 
ECD sites are also being assisted to access enough clean water 
for them to ensure cleanliness and health compliance. 
 
A major pillar of the project, which will run from October 2020 
to January 2021, involves the provision of electronic vouchers, 
using the CoCare voucher platform that allows a recipient to 
redeem a voucher received via SMS at any local Flash or Kazang 
trader, typically small “spaza” shops located in most low-
income settings. Each participating ECD site is receiving a 
regular “site voucher” – the value of which is based on the 
number of children normally attending the programme. 
 
ECD programme managers redeem these vouchers at local 
shops, purchasing nutritious foods which are then provided to 
children attending the ECD programme. In the event that a 
programme remains closed, ECD staff will provide either cooked 
food or weekly hampers to children normally in the programme. 
The aim of this crucial aspect of the project is not only to 
provide highly nutritious food to children during this time, but 
also to test ways in which ECD sites can become important 
“nutrition hubs”, with new local food supply chains being 
created in the process. ECD staff are also receiving support 
during this time through monthly vouchers. 
 
The government’s announcement of an additional R380-million 
into the sector to support the incomes of the ECD workforce will 
promote the reopening of ECD programmes, but it must be 
provided in a way that clearly and effectively reaches the 
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The DSD has cut funding instead of providing the much-needed 
relief that was required during the pandemic. Non-profit leaders 
have had no choice but to enter into litigation or find spaces to 
express their concerns with government’s approach. 
 
The recent Eastern Cape High Court Hearing judgement against 
the DSD is a case in point. The DSD stopped paying the 
Imbumba Association of the Aged, consisting of 25 
organisations that provide essential care to about 1,450 elderly 
people in the Eastern Cape. 
 
Before lockdown, Imbumba mainly provided care at community 
centres, but when lockdown was announced, its care workers 
began going directly to the homes of the elderly beneficiaries 
instead. On 5 June 2020, the department unilaterally decided it 
would stop funding Imbumba. The Makhanda High Court 
ordered the Eastern Cape DSD to honour service-level 
agreements with 25 caregiver organisations looking after the 
elderly in the province. 
 
In another case, SA Childcare and seven other applicants 
brought a case against the minister of social development and 
all MECs (except the Western Cape MEC) in October. 
 
ECD sector brought to its knees 
 
The early childhood development sector had been brought to its 
knees by nearly seven months of closure. Children lacked food 
and care and practitioners were out of options as the DSD 
withheld subsidies from the ECD centres which needed them 
most. Judgement was handed down in the North Gauteng High 
Court and the Minister and all MECs were ordered to pay full 
subsidies to all ECD centres during all lockdown levels, whether 
or not the centres were operational. 

In Cape Town, we have seen the fumbling by local government 
on the issue of accommodation for the homeless. This has 
necessitated innovative action to ensure they have temporary 
safe shelter. Community Chest, for example, in an act of 

This in turn has its own complications as online training is a 
fairly new medium for us. Our clients expect to pay far less for 
the training, and do not realise that online training requires 
more preparation because it can so easily become tedious.  
 
While it is a highly efficient medium, there are fewer 
opportunities for familiar human connections, networking and 
team-building. We are still navigating this space and trying to 
assess what works ‒ and also how many hours our clients can 
remain online before they are thoroughly exhausted. 
 
Added to the methodological issues related to training, we find 
that data and Wi-Fi access remain a problem. Data costs are 
extremely high and so participating in Zoom or Microsoft Teams 
meetings for hours becomes unaffordable for many. 

 
To help address this, we have initiated the #keepconnecting 
campaign to raise funds to buy data vouchers for eligible NPOs. 
This will enable NPOs to work remotely and allow them to stay 
in touch with the communities they serve, as well as allowing 
them to take part in webinars and online learning events. 
 
State response 
 
Government has proclaimed the pandemic as a national state of 
disaster, yet its response to the disaster has unfortunately 
omitted a large component of the NPO sector whose work is so 
vital for displaced and disadvantaged communities. 
 
NPO leaders have had to confront the idea that we are invisible 
to government; that we are not appropriately represented in 
NEDLAC, the key stakeholder advisory body to government; and 
that the Department of Social Development (DSD) has been 
unable to find solutions to the challenges raised by NPOs ‒ even 
though a team of non-profit leaders, particularly those whose 
organisations have been funded by the DSD, had requested a 
stimulus package to fund operations during the pandemic. 
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Given the entrenched systemic problems that have been 
exacerbated by the pandemic, there are no easy answers. NPO 
leaders are faced with some tough decisions as they deal with 
great uncertainty in the ‘new normal’. 
 
Access to information, research, webinars and training is a great 
help as they plan ahead. Please consider donating to our 
#keepconnecting campaign so that we can raise funds for much-
needed data vouchers for eligible NPOs. We also encourage 
NPO leaders to access the many free resources on our 
ASKInyathelo website. These include publications, training 
videos, toolkits and research reports to build up their skills so 
that they can better pilot their organisations and attract funding 
in these extremely difficult times. 
 
Donate to the #keepconnecting campaign on backabuddy to 
help buy data vouchers for eligible NPOs:  
https://www.backabuddy.co.za/champion/project/kc. 
 
For access to publications, articles, guides and tips, click here. 
 

 
Article  available at  

https://www.bizcommunity.com/Article/196/849/210437.html 

compassion and care, provided shelter for the homeless in their 
office space. 
 
We have seen an organisation like South African History Online, 
an important national and global resource, face the prospect of 
closure. The CEO has tried endlessly to access funding from the 
Presidency, the Lottery and the Department of Arts and Culture 
as well as other sources. This is despite the organisation having 
a proud 20-year pedigree as the largest independent online 
history project in Africa, and having played a pioneering role in 
promoting a new people’s history as well as history education. 
 
Covid-19 has also impacted NPOs that run social enterprises, 
which seek to make profits while also maximising benefits to 
society and the environment. Many such organisations have 
been impacted by the pandemic and have lost income due to 
revenue constraints and clients being unable to pay for services 
rendered. 
 
The long-term impact of the situation is dire for NPOs and the 
under-resourced communities they serve, and will result in a 
much weaker civil society and democracy both at home and the 
rest of the continent. 
 

No easy answers 
 
The research report The impact of Covid-19 on African Civil 
Society Organizations sampled 1,015 civil society organisations 
from 44 African countries from 29 April to 15 May 2020. Even in 
those early days, 98% reported that Covid-19 had impacted and 
disrupted their operations in one or more ways; over half had 
already experienced a loss of funding, with 66.5% expecting to 
lose funding in the next 3-6 months; and 78% believed that 
Covid-19 would have a devastating impact on the sustainability 
of many CSOs. 
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