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       s we near the end of the work year, we often feel jaded and tired. This is normal. I recently read a wonderful book 
titled “They Don’t Award Nobel Prizes to Dead People”. Basically, it covers mental health in a performance - and 
achievement-orientated world. The author is a Pulmonologist, Dr Richard van Zyl-Smit. The book covers mental health 
and how we navigate the difficulties and challenges of organisation life. He provides valuable life lessons for 
individuals leading organisations and businesses. These include:  
 

• It is important for leaders to be able to endure criticism. 
• ‘Coping’ is not a goal of organisation life. We do not need to have 

‘survival’ as the primary outcome of running organisations. 
• Sometimes we need to stop so that we can fight another day. 
• Assessing when something is good enough is difficult. 
• You need not fear failure, as failure is part of organisation life. 
• Spending more time on a task or activity does not necessarily improve or 

alter the outcome. 
• As leaders of organisations, we need to know what our limits are and 

work within these. 
• Being exhausted at the end of the workday is not a sustainable option. 
• It is important to be true to yourself, your family and your values. 
• We need to pay attention to early warning signs and do something about 

these. 
• It is important to have downtime and own time. 
• Resting between events that stress the body improves performance. 
• We all need to have re-charging activities. 
• If we are burnt out and stressed beyond our ability to cope we are not 

going to be capable of doing anything valuable or helpful. 
• We need to be real with ourselves first and foremost and recognise our 

own limits. 
• Everyone needs a break from time to time. 
• A question to ask is: how can I work within my capacity margins? 
• Appreciate the importance of the people in your team. 
• No one is as superhuman as originally thought. 
• We need to set boundaries so that we will be here for the long haul. 
• We must not be defined by our failure or our success. 

 
Wise guidance from Dr van Zyl-Smit indeed. 
 
This is the last edition of EARLY YEARS for 2022. The next edition (number 275) gets published in February 2023. 
Enjoy the holiday break and stay safe. 
 
ERIC ATMORE 
Director 
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Government at all spheres allocates a minuscule portion of 
expenditure to young children and their families.  

The hosting of high-profile events invariably with photographers 
on hand to capture politicians holding and kissing babies does 
not translate to meeting the needs of young children. Such 
activities are obscene and detract from what is truly in the best 
interest of young children.  

It is with this background that we need to recall the wisdom of 
the late O R Tambo when he said: “The children of any nation 
are its future. A country, a movement, a person that does not 
value its youth and children does not deserve its future.”  

The question that all of us in the children’s and early childhood 
development sector must ask is: Are we doing enough to 
advance the rights of children or are we simply, like politicians, 
paying lip service and acting more interested in the photo 
opportunity than in the children themselves? 

 
Article available at: 

https://cecd.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/world-
childrens-day-2022.pdf 

 
 
 
 

STATE INVESTMENT IN EARLY 
CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT 

SECTOR CAN EMPOWER WOMEN 
AND COMBAT GENDER-

BASED VIOLENCE 
 

~ Laura Brooks and Sanja Bornman 
 

Entrenched arrangements of childcare, power and privilege 
continue to drive gender inequality and intergenerational 
poverty, keeping black women in particular on the margins of 
social and economic life, and thwarting the future prospects of 
their children. Investment in the women-led early childhood 
development sector has the power to disrupt this cycle. 

Women and girls bear the brunt of sexual and gender-based 
violence (SGBV) in South Africa — a fact so stark and painful, 
we need no reminding of it as we head into the second 
Presidential Summit on Gender-Based Violence and Femicide on 
1 and 2 November.  

An equally well-known fact is that women bear the brunt of 
poverty and unemployment, driving their vulnerability to 
economic dependence, and trapping many in abusive, risky and 
transactional relationships for the sake of survival.  

Women’s economic empowerment is recognised at the highest 
levels of government as a key imperative to reduce SGBV and 
mitigate its fallout. President Cyril Ramaphosa addressed the 

THE PLIGHT OF CHILDREN IN 
SOUTH AFRICA ON WORLD 

CHILDREN’S DAY 2022202 
 

~ Eric Atmore  
 

Sunday 20 November 2022 is World Children’s Day (previously 
Universal Children’s Day), a day that has been celebrated since 
1954 to honour children around the world.  

This is an appropriate time to make a brief statement on 
children and early childhood development in South Africa.  

Our government has signed the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights 
and Welfare of the Child. We have an excellent National 
Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy approved by 
Cabinet on the 9th of December 2015. Recently, a nationwide 
ECD census was done and the Thrive by Five report produced.  

However, the overall assessment of how South Africa is doing in 
relation to children and early childhood development is 
distressing. Every day children go hungry. They are malnourished 
and their growth is stunted and wasted. They miss out on 
decent education. They do not acquire the essential literacy and 
numeracy skills to thrive in society. Children are killed, abused 
and neglected on a daily basis. In 2022, young children still fall 
into pit latrines and drown a most horrific death. South Africa is 
a dangerous place for children to live.  

This situation has been brought upon by an uncaring 
government at all three spheres – national, provincial and local. 
Government merely signs comprehensive international and 
national policies and documents as a showpiece to the world, 
but then does very little to act upon them. There is no political 
will to meet the needs of children, nor a political champion in 
government to take the lead in the interest of young children. 
We have had a succession of Social Development and Education 
ministers since 1994 who have done little to advance the rights 
of our young children. Public officials are largely disinterested 
and incompetent – yes, there are a few who stand out, doing 
excellent work and fighting for the rights of children – sadly, 
they are few in number.  
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The Department of Basic Education’s ECD Census 2021 found 
that more than 90% of key staff at early learning programmes 
(ELPs) are women.  According to the Women’s Report published 
in 2021, ECD services are predominantly provided by nonprofit 
organisations, subsistence entrepreneurs, or social micro 
enterprises (particularly in poor communities). In other words, 
the ECD sector is full of women entrepreneurs.  

There is a very real possibility of rapidly upscaling these 
livelihood opportunities. But the expansion and development of 
the ECD workforce are thwarted by low pay, poor working 
conditions and an inapt institutional framework, including a 
skilling approach that often excludes those without a Grade 12 
(the majority of the workforce).  

As it stands, only roughly 0.03% of South Africa’s national 
expenditure is on early learning, nutrition support and 
responsive parenting interventions for children aged zero to 
five. The main public financing for ECD programmes is through a 
“per child per day subsidy.” The subsidy is distributed to 
registered ECD programmes to support their quality, and reduce 
the cost of programmes for primary caregivers. The value of the 
subsidy is R17 per child per day, for 264 days a year, amounting 
to R4,488 per child per year. Only 40% of this may be used for 
salaries. 

Currently, less than 25% of children under six access an ELP in 
South Africa. Achieving universal access to ELPs would create 
more than 300,000 additional direct jobs in the sector. This 
would increase the overall employment rate by 1.27 percentage 
points, and the employment rate for women by 2.8 percentage 
points, reducing the gender employment gap from 2.88 to just 
0.08 percentage points. Improving skills and working conditions 
among the existing workforce will boost the livelihoods of 
between 200,000 and 300,000 workers, most of them women. 

The provision of affordable ECD programmes will also enable at 
least one million additional women to participate in economic 
activity, by relieving them of the disproportionate burden of 
unpaid care — so they can in fact pursue sitting at the heads of 
boardroom tables.  

second Women’s Economic Assembly on 7 October, saying work 
must be done to elevate the status of women in the economy. 
The President added that in the second quarter of 2022, 47% of 
South African women aged 15 to 64 were recorded as 
economically inactive, compared with 36% of their male 
counterparts.  

“You have to be at the head of the boardroom tables,” he said, 
and spoke of initiatives in the automotive industry, the 
agricultural sector and procurement.   

But we believe there is another strategic way to advance 
women’s economic power. It is not only about getting women to 
the boardroom table, but also about recognising, valuing and 
investing in the work already being done in our care economy 
— predominantly by poor black women. It’s about elevating and 
giving power to women where they already are.  

Globally and at home, the childcare and education sector is one 
of the few that is female dominated. Unfortunately, it is 
commonly associated with low status and low pay, in keeping 
with a stubborn trend of undervaluing and taking for granted 
women’s social and domestic labour.   

Entrenched arrangements of childcare, power and privilege also 
continue to drive gender inequality and intergenerational 
poverty, keeping black women in particular on the margins of 
social and economic life, and thwarting the future prospects of 
their children.  

We believe that investment in the women-led early childhood 
development (ECD) sector has the power to disrupt this cycle.  

There is ample recognition of the short-, medium- and long-term 
importance of ECD in combatting poverty, inequality and 
unemployment. Ramaphosa noted in his 2022 State of the 
Nation Address: “The social economy, including ECD … has 
significant potential not only to create jobs, but to provide vital 
services that communities need.”   

But despite the proven multiplier effect of ECD for human 
capital development, financing for the sector continues to be a 
drop in the ocean of what we need to reap the rewards of a 
women-led, adequately funded and high-quality ECD sector.  
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prospects. Yet we are trapped by poor nutrition that damages 
children before they go to school and erodes human capital all 
along the way.  

Stunting is defined as height-for-age that is two standard 
deviations below the middle of the growth curve of a normal 
population. Some children are normally short and, statistically, 
2.3% would fall into the lower tail. It would be abnormal if five 
times as many children fell below the second standard 
deviation of the growth curve. That would imply that a nation’s 
nutrition is chronically inadequate — that many pregnant 
women do not have enough energy and protein to share with 
their growing babies, households have insufficient food, foods 
that are affordable have low nutritional value, children get 
diarrhoea from dirty water and that those who fail to thrive are 
not identified and rehabilitated through the health system.  

South Africa’s last national anthropometric survey was in 2016. 
It found that 27% of our children under five fell below the 
second standard deviation. That’s almost 12 times as many 
children as should be expected to be there. When only one in 40 
of our children is short-for-age, and not one in four, we will have 
achieved zero-stunting. 

A year into his presidency, Nelson Mandela noted that “there 
can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than the way in 
which it treats its children”. His government was serious about 
it. It introduced free health care for women and children in 1994 
and the child support grant four years later. But on his 
departure, children became invisible to politicians.  

It is now up to activists for child nutrition to step into the 
political space, to forge a coalition with all who understand that 
the slow and interminable depletion of a child’s physiological 
well-being leaches away our country’s potential too.  

This week, the national zero-stunting campaign, Grow Great, 
held a national summit to galvanise concerted action. When it 
first approached the presidency to see if President Cyril 
Ramaphosa would open this event, his team was responsive 
and helpful. The president was unavailable, but we should 
approach the minister of social development.  

Minister Lindiwe Zulu has a critical role to play in social relief of 
distress and curbing hunger. Last year, more than a fifth of 

It is no accident that a 2015 Department of Women, Youth and 
Persons with Disabilities report on the status of women in the 
South African economy recommended that “…accessible and 
affordable childcare facilities such as crèches and nursery 
schools and ECD centres are made available in order to promote 
women’s increased participation rates within the economy, and 
in self-employed and entrepreneurial activities of women”. 

Better state investment in ECD is clearly a strategic and low-
hanging fruit in the fight against the poverty and unemployment 
that drives SGBV. It represents an unmissable opportunity to 
create livelihoods and reduce barriers to work and job-seeking, 
thereby promoting women’s agency, independence and 
security. DM/MC 

Laura Brooks is an economist at Ilifa Labantwana. Sanja 
Bornman is an independent gender law and policy specialist. 

 
Article first published and available at: 

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-10-31-state-
investment-in-early-childhood-development-sector-can-empower

-women-and-combat-gender-based-violence/  
 
 
 
 

ZERO-STUNTING FOR SOUTH 
AFRICA’S CHILDREN IS THE KEY 
TO ESCAPING THE INEQUALITY 

TRAP 
 

~ David Harrison  
 

Imagine if all our political leaders said: “We have our 
differences, but we agree that if you want to grow a country, 
grow its children. On our watch, no child will be stunted 
because of poor nutrition”. Some solutions are pivotal to the 
future of this country and must be endorsed by all leaders in 
every sector and political party. A commitment to zero-stunting 
is one of them.  

The physical height of our children is a leading indicator of the 
future health of the nation, its social stability and its economic 
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sense of the deficit. A birth cohort study in India published this 
year showed that children who were stunted had an average IQ 
4.6 points lower than children with normal growth. That’s one 
third of a standard deviation in a normal IQ distribution – 
contributing to the 1.2 million children in South Africa who fail 
their grade each year and the 300 000 learners who drop out 
annually.  

If we are to reset our economic path, we need to change the life 
trajectories of the 2 800 children born each day in South Africa. 
We cannot allow them to become stunted. For those children 
who already are, there is still — at least for the next few years 
of their lives — a real prospect of catch-up growth, both 
physically and mentally.  

Motshekga would draw on the experiences of Peru, Vietnam, 
India and Ethiopia that show that a combination of nutrition 
support and early learning opportunities allows children to get 
back on track. She would be seized with the possibility that the 
million or so children under five who are stunted could still 
enter school with better prospects. This would mean reaching 
most of them in informal early childhood development (ECD) 
centres, childminder groups and other spaces through 
programmes that provide quality early learning and electronic 
food vouchers redeemable at retailers and spaza shops. She 
would mobilise the vast network of ECD resource and training 
organisations and other NGOs to identify children at greatest 
risk. 

Ebrahim Patel, the minister of trade, industry and competition 
would declare a subsidy on a limited basket of nutritious foods. 
He would challenge the manufacturing and retail parts of the 
food industry to match that subsidy by foregoing their mark-ups 
on these products. Of course, there must be a quantity cap per 
customer, but this could be a critical step (well beyond zero-
rating of value-added tax) in securing the nutrition of the most 
vulnerable.  

The size of public funding for social grants equates to 30% of 
the total food retail market in South Africa, and poor 
households spend more than a third of their income on food. 
The implication is that part of the profits of the big 
supermarkets is subsidised by taxpayers. Admittedly, margins 
on basic foodstuffs are already low and the food industry will 
point to its commitment to food parcels. Still, it cannot be right 
that 20% of households do not have enough food while 
shareholders and management extract profits from social 
security.  

The passage of the Liquor Amendment Bill in Parliament this 
year also rests in Patel’s hands. Heavy drinking leads to gender-
based violence, maternal stress and substance abuse that are 
associated with foetal damage and low birth weight.  In South 
Africa, the adult per capita consumption of alcohol is twice 
the global average. We know that restricting liquor advertising, 
reducing the density of liquor outlets and regulating their hours 
of opening can reduce harmful consumption. In the past two 

respondents to the General Household Survey said their 
household’s access to food was inadequate in the previous 
month.  

The problem is not just that caloric and protein intake is 
insufficient, but that not knowing how and when you will next 
feed your family creates stress and despair among parents. This 
anxiety further damages their ability to provide the care and 
support that their children need to grow. A 2017 study in Cape 
Town found that food insecure mothers were five times more 
likely to report depression and suicidal behaviour.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grow Great would have wanted Zulu to announce a support 
grant for pregnant women without delay, because properly 
nourished mothers have bigger babies who are much less likely 
to become stunted.   

In sub-Saharan Africa, children with low birth weights are 
nearly 70% more likely to be stunted. This is defined as babies 
weighing less than 2.5kg at birth. South Africa’s rate of low birth 
weight is about 14%, nearly double that of most middle-income 
countries. So extending our child support grant backwards into 
pregnancy could be a powerful accelerator of child growth over 
the next five years. Yes, Minister Zulu should have been invited. 

We wanted Ramaphosa to say that stunting is a national 
priority and that the cabinet is determined to eliminate chronic 
undernutrition among children. Finance Minister Enoch 
Godongwana would accompany him with a ball and chain 
around his ankle to illustrate the effect of nutritional stunting 
on the country’s economy. He would acknowledge that stunting 
accounts for at least 1% of GDP lost to South Africa every year 
and point to Peru, Brazil and China as examples where better 
nutrition accelerated human capital development and 
productivity. In seeking high returns on investment in social 
security, he would declare his commitment to maternal support 
grants and food supplementation for all underweight children 
younger than two years of age.  

Minister of Basic Education Angie Motshekga would join to 
explain that stunting in very young children is associated with 
cognitive deficits that affect their ability to learn. IQ is just one 
metric that must be interpreted with care, but it does give a 
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give CHWs with lightweight scales to ensure that growth 
faltering is detected early and properly managed. 

The minister of justice, Ronald Lamola, would remind his 
colleagues that the Constitution gives the right of access to 
sufficient food to everyone and the right of basic nutrition to 
every child. He would explain that, within available resources, 
the progressive realisation of socioeconomic rights is an 
obligation on the state. Given that South Africa has a prevalence 
of stunting among children under five that is double that of 
most countries of similar per capita income, he would have to 
conclude that we already have enough resources to allow at 
least 90% of our children to grow to their full potential, if only 
we spent our money wisely.   

Until there is a radical shift in the mindset of the government, 
Grow Great won’t get all the ministers to attend its summits.  

Some government departments have shown a commitment to 
improving household food security. They include the 
departments of social development, agriculture, and planning, 
monitoring and evaluation. But it can’t just be one ministry or 
the other that takes the matter seriously, because the power to 
stop stunting rests in combined action. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Private funders need to support a prototype agency for nutrition 
to work with government, civil society and the private sector. All 
that is needed is a small, nimble entity to build impetus behind 
the work of the National Nutrition and Food Security Committee 
(which is spearheaded by the planning, monitoring and 
evaluation department) and synergise its work with the NGO 
sector.   

The government must galvanise its efforts, but zero-stunting 
will also require an extraordinary coalition of activists from 
across all sectors of society. This coalition must be able to 
articulate the critical paths to food and nutrition security and 
demand a set of urgent actions to stop stunting. 

 
Article first published and available at: 

https://mg.co.za/opinion/2022-11-04-zero-stunting-for-south-
africas-children-is-the-key-to-escaping-the-inequality-trap/ 

decades, Russia has halved the harmful use of alcohol through 
these strategies and through minimum unit pricing. 

Our wish is that Patel would also announce a new generation of 
black economic empowerment alternatives to specifically 
promote local production of food and the diversification of 
markets. Large retailers should be rewarded for stimulating 
local food enterprises, especially in bringing resource-poor 
producers into their supply chains. This would require 
collaboration between Patel and his counterpart in the 
agriculture, land reform and rural development, Thoko Didiza. 
She would point to the critical role that these strategies played 
in improving food security in China, helping to drive rapid 
economic growth. Didiza would announce a major new 
collaboration between the government, the agricultural sector, 
trade unions and civil society to extend food production across 
the country. She would root her vision in the success of projects 
like Thanda near Umzumbe in southern KwaZulu-Natal that 
hires local facilitators to support small-scale farmers through an 
agri-hub for seedlings and chicken feed, develops their skills, 
provides fencing, tools and irrigation, and links them to ECD 
and school feeding schemes and local spaza shop owners. 

The minister of water Affairs and sanitation, Senzo Mchunu, 
would also be there to declare that piped water and proper 
sanitation can reduce stunting by 15 to 20% through the 
prevention of recurrent diarrhoea in children. He would warn 
that our crumbling municipal infrastructure will pose a big risk 
to health and nutrition over the next decade unless this decay is 
halted. Minister of Human Settlements Mmamaloko Kubayi 
would commit to child-nurturing social housing, because formal 
housing improves child health and reduces the frequency of 
infectious illnesses that lead to stunting.  

The minister in the presidency, Mondli Gungubele, would be 
there to ensure that Government Communication and 
Information Services promote the value of nutritious foods. That 
communication cannot be trite – telling an unemployed mother 
whose only source of monthly income is the child support grant 
of R480 that she must provide balanced meals is insensitive 
when the absolute food poverty line is R663 per person a 
month. Public communication can work when there is genuine 
discussion about breastfeeding, alcohol consumption during 
pregnancy and the best complementary foods when money is 
tight.   

Health Minister Joe Phaahla would declare that the work of 
community health workers (CHWs) will centre on maternal and 
child health to improve child outcomes in the near-term and 
prevent chronic diseases like diabetes and hypertension as 
they grow up. Currently, CHWs are viewed as auxiliary workers 
in the health system, yet they exercise their greatest power in 
homes, not in clinics. The experience of the Philani Health and 
Nutrition Programme is that families visited by trained 
community health workers before and after birth are 25% less 
likely to be stunted. This shows the importance of mentorship 
and support in reducing maternal stress and in providing 
medicines like Vitamin A and deworming. Phaahla would also 
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