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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Every child has a right to basic nutrition, yet far too 
many young children in South Africa are malnour-
ished. One in four children under five, for example, 
are stunted as a result of chronic undernutrition. 
Proper nutrition is critical in early childhood and 
has an impact on lifelong health, well-being, and 
productivity. Real Reform for ECD (RR4ECD) is 
thus calling on the Department of Basic Education 
(DBE) to provide nutrition support to all eligible 
children at all attendance-based early learning 
programmes (ELPs) regardless of their registra-
tion status. As a routine gathering place for young 
children, ELPs offer an ideal opportunity for the 
DBE to take a targeted, coordinated approach 
towards meeting their nutrition needs and, as 
important, towards meeting its duty to fulfil their 
constitutional right to basic nutrition. 

This report synthesises the three research papers 
that form the campaign’s evidentiary bedrock. The 
first, by Tatiana Kazim (Equal Education Law Centre 
or EELC) with input from Nurina Ally (University 
of Cape Town), considers the legal basis of chil-
dren’s right to basic nutrition and the state’s duties 
in respect of the right. The second, by Anna-
Marie Müller (DG Murray Trust or DGMT), Jessica 
Ronaasen (Do More Foundation), and Donela 
Besada (South African Medical Research Council 
or SAMRC) focuses on what constitutes adequate 
nutrition from the standpoint of health, and how 
this is provided at ELPs. The third paper looks at 
ways of expanding and improving nutrition sup-
port to eligible children at all ELPs, drawing on the 
expertise of Laura Droomer (Ilifa Labantwana), 
Tarryn Cooper-Bell (EELC), Sheniece Linderboom 
(Legal Resources Centre), Kayin Scholtz (DGMT), 
and Donela Besada (SAMRC).

Key points

Current provision of nutrition support is limited 
and insufficient: The ECD subsidy—R17 per child 
per day, of which R6.80 is allocated to nutrition—
is the main government mechanism for providing 
nutrition support to children at ELPs. But it reaches 
too few children. Only registered or conditionally 
registered ELPs serving poor children (as deter-
mined by an income means test) are eligible for it, 
yet a majority of ELPs are unregistered, with only 
33% receiving the subsidy. Further, the real value 
of the subsidy is insufficient to cover the costs of 
providing nutritious meals to children at an early 
learning programme, with ELPs tending to also rely 
on fees, donations, and private feeding schemes 
to provide meals. Other measures, such as the 
Child Support Grant (CSG) and health interven-
tions under the Integrated Nutrition Programme, 
are similarly insufficient, while the National School 
Nutrition Programme (NSNP) does not cover ELPs.

Guidance exists, but there is an implementa-
tion gap: The Department of Health’s Nutrition 
Guidelines for Early Childhood Development 
Programmes give ECD practitioners guidance 
on planning, preparing, and providing nutritious 
foods/meals to young children (0–6 years). But 
following the recommended age-differentiated 
two-week menu cycle is a challenge. While nearly 
all ELPs provide at least one meal a day, fewer 
provide all recommended meals and snacks, food 
quality varies, and the proportion of fruits and 
vegetables is too low. Affordability is a major 
issue, with the Nutrition Guidelines offering lit-
tle advice on managing costs. Also, too few ECD 
practitioners have received training on the guide-
lines or on the importance of nutrition.
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The state has a duty to provide nutrition sup-
port: Section 28 of the Constitution gives every 
child the right to basic nutrition, while section 
29 gives everyone the right to a basic education, 
which is understood to include early learning and 
to further include basic nutrition as a necessary 
component of learning. In respect of a young child, 
“basic nutrition” is the minimum amount and type 
of nutrition they need for their holistic develop-
ment. From the viewpoint of law, this right to basic 
nutrition is not subject to resource or budgetary 
constraints, and the state has a duty to implement 
measures to realise it. Specifically, the DBE has 
an obligation to provide nutrition, when parents/
caregivers are unable to do so, as in the case of 
eligible young children at ELPs. This duty is not 
being met fully, but the DBE can leverage existing 
frameworks to address the gap; both to deliver 
nutrition support directly and to coordinate sup-
plementary measures better.

The DBE can expand and improve nutrition sup-
port provision: ELPs vary, inter alia, in terms of 
size, capacity, and location. Reaching all eligible 
children at all attendance-based ELPs requires a 
dual implementation approach that is context-sen-
sitive, respects ECD practitioners’ agency, and 
draws on existing resources. This would involve 
using (1) direct transfers to reach eligible children 
at registered ELPs and (2) provincial procurement 
and delivery to reach those at unregistered pro-
grammes; in the latter case, with province-specific 
variations that allow leveraging, where possible, 
the NSNP and the ECD sector’s existing expertise 
and experience. More research is needed, though, 
to identify ways of reaching unregistered ELPs 
lacking the facilities to benefit from either model. 
Importantly, taking this approach does not obvi-
ate the need to continue to remove and reduce 
the barriers to registration.
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Collect data.

To ensure interventions remain evidence-
informed and guidance is regularly updated, 
collect data on children’s growth indicators 
and attendance rates.

Improve coordination  
and oversight. 

Revitalise existing mechanisms, such as 
the Inter-Ministerial Committee on ECD, to 
ensure varied measures to deliver nutrition 
support are being implemented efficiently 
and effectively, and consider creating similar 
coordination mechanisms at the provincial 
and municipal levels.

Strengthen the  
legislative, policy, and 
regulatory framework. 

Update the 2015 National Integrated Early 
Childhood Development Policy and develop 
a stand-alone ECD nutrition policy for 
the roll-out of the pilot and/or new ECD 
nutrition programme; and, in the long term, 
consider legislative reforms to provide a 
firmer statutory basis for the ECD nutrition 
programme.

4
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Key recommendations

Create an ECD  
nutrition programme. 

As the first step in an adaptive, staged 
approach,

1.	 expand the R17 ECD subsidy to reach all 
CSG-eligible children at registered ELPs 
and 

2.	 use provincial procurement and delivery—
at a cost of R6.80 per child per day—to 
reach those at unregistered ELPs (with 
meal preparation facilities). 

Test two mechanisms  
of provincial procurement  
and delivery for providing 
nutrition support to 
unregistered ELPs. 

As part of the planned DBE nutrition pilot,

•	 in select provinces using the centralised 
NSNP model, test whether select existing 
NSNP service providers can also deliver 
food/meals effectively to nearby 
unregistered ELPs.

•	 in select provinces using the decentralised 
NSNP model, pilot contracting select 
strategic implementing partners (i.e. 
existing ECD-focused civil society and 
private sector actors) or new commercial 
service providers to procure and deliver 
food/meals to nearby unregistered ELPs.

Roll out training.

Use the nutrition pilot to also roll out training 
on the Nutrition Guidelines to improve 
compliance; and, in the longer term, to assess 
their accessibility, affordability, and feasibility.

1

2

3
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INTRODUCTION

Every child has a right to basic nutrition, yet 
far too many young children in South Africa do 
not get the nutrition they need to thrive: They 
are malnourished and either underweight and 
suffering from stunting or wasting or, increas-
ingly, overweight and obese. The prevalence of 
stunting especially has remained high. The most 
recent national Demographic and Health Survey1 
showed that more than a quarter (27%) of chil-
dren under five are stunted (too short for their 
age). Childhood stunting is the result of chronic 
undernutrition and infections and has long-lasting 
consequences, which both reflects and reinforces 
inequities. Stunted children are more likely to 
earn less and have a higher risk of obesity and 
non-communicable diseases such as diabetes 
and heart disease as adults.2 This situation is 
unacceptable.

Proper nutrition is vital across our lifespans, but 
it is crucial in early childhood. The research, as 
Anna-Marie Müller, Jessica Ronaasen, and Donela 
Besada show,3 is compelling: The rapid rate of 
brain development in the first 1,000 days of life 
lays the bedrock for lifelong health, well-being, 
and productivity, but good nutrition remains 
essential for the physical, emotional, and cogni-
tive development of children as they grow, with 
brain development continuing through adoles-
cence. The ages of two to five years, for example, 
are a critical window of opportunity for children 
to experience catch-up growth and development, 
when ensuring that they receive adequate nutri-
tion is similarly crucial. 

Young children receiving a nutritious diet are more 
likely to interact with their caregivers and environ-
ments in ways that support brain development, 
have stronger social and emotional skills, and do 
better in school. The impact extends beyond child-
hood into adolescence and adulthood, affecting 
educational attainment, lifetime earnings, and 
health outcomes. Interventions, such as meal pro-
vision to children in early childhood development 
(ECD) programmes, can thus be vital for pre-
venting or mitigating the consequences of poor 
nutrition, supporting optimum development, and 
potentially reducing inequities. 

The movement for Real Reform for ECD (RR4ECD) 
advocates for holistic, well-funded, inclusive, and 
quality ECD services, its goal being to ensure an 
enabling legal, policy, and regulatory environ-
ment for all young children to thrive in South 
Africa. RR4ECD is thus calling on the Department 
of Basic Education (DBE) to provide nutrition 
support to all attendance-based early learning 
programmes (ELPs) regardless of their registra-
tion status. (See Box 1). The DBE has recently 
taken over responsibility for ECD from the Depart-
ment of Social Development (DSD), based on the 
idea that ECD is a function of early learning, with 
early learning forming part of a continuum of basic 
education. The right to basic nutrition is an integral 
element of the right to basic education. As a rou-
tine gathering place for children below school age 
(0–5 years), ELPs thus offer an excellent oppor-
tunity for the DBE to meet its duty to fulfil their 
right to basic nutrition.4

INTRODUCTION
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Box 1.  Key terms

Early learning 
programme 
(ELP)

Any early childhood development programme, service, or intervention provided 
to children from birth until the year before they enter Grade R/formal schooling, 
to stimulate and promote their holistic development and provide opportunity for 
early learning. This may include parent support groups, outreach programmes, 
play groups, childminders, toy libraries, mobile programmes, and ECD centres.

Early childhood 
development 
(ECD) centre

A facility providing an early childhood programme with a focus on early learning 
and development, for children from birth until the year before they enter Grade R/
formal schooling, typically running a half-day to full-day programme.

Registered 
programme

A programme that has met the requirements for registration in terms of Chapter 5 
and/or Chapter 6 and has been registered in terms of the Children’s Act of 2005. 
In this report, registered includes conditionally registered programmes.

Unregistered 
programme

A programme that has not been registered or conditionally registered in terms of 
the Children’s Act.

Unfunded 
programme

A programme that does not receive public funding from the Department of Basic 
Education, i.e. the ECD subsidy, regardless of its registration status.

Source: Anna-Marie Müller, Jessica Ronaasen, and Donela Besada, “Adequate nutrition: A pillar of early child-
hood development”, Real Reform for ECD Right to Nutrition Series, 2023.

Coordinated by the Equality Collective, the 
RR4ECD campaign is informed by collabora-
tive research conducted by researchers mainly 
from, the DG Murray Trust, Do More Foundation, 
Equal Education Law Centre, Ilifa Labantwana, 
Legal Resources Centre, South African Medical 
Research Council, and University of Cape Town—all 
with deep expertise and experience on the matters 
under consideration. The research has further ben-
efited from consultations with ECD practitioners 
and stakeholders, nutrition experts, and partners. 
The DBE, especially, has supported the endeavour 
from the outset and been available for numerous 
consultations, which have informed the final out-
put. The consultation process also deeply involved 
RR4ECD’s steering committee,5 which provided 
strategic direction and feedback that has helped 
shape the research-based recommendations.

This report is a synthesis of the three research 
papers that comprise the Real Reform for ECD 
Right to Nutrition Series.6 It is divided into five sec-
tions. The first situates the research in the current 
landscape of early childhood nutrition support. 
The second identifies the legal basis for children’s 
right to basic nutrition and the state’s duties in 
respect of the right, which include taking rea-
sonable and effective measures to ensure young 

children receive the nutrition necessary for their 
holistic development. This, in turn, emphasises 
the case for focusing on ELPs as a place where 
the state can reach young children with “nutrition 
support in an efficient and coordinated manner”.7 
The third section then focuses on understanding 
what constitutes adequate nutrition and how, or 
the extent to which, this is being provided at ELPs. 
It draws attention to existing health guidelines, 
which have useful recommendations on providing 
adequate nutrition for ELPs, but it also highlights 
the implementation challenges, with many ELPs 
unable to provide healthy, well-balanced meals to 
the children in their care. 

The fourth section looks at potential modalities 
for expanding and improving nutrition support 
to ELPs, arguing in favour of a dual approach 
comprising provincial procurement and deliv-
ery, and direct transfers that is sensitive to 
the ECD landscape as well as budgetary con-
straints and recognises the role of civil society 
and private sector actors. The fifth and final  
section concludes with the recommendations. 
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CURRENT STATE

Adequate nutrition is one of five key elements of 
nurturing care in early childhood; the others are 
good health, responsive caregiving, security and 
safety, and opportunities for early learning.8 South 
Africa’s 2015 National Integrated Early Childhood 
Development Policy (NIECDP)9 incorporates all 
five elements in its aim of delivering a comprehen-
sive package of quality ECD services. But several 
services are unavailable and not accessed by many 
vulnerable young children, with the 2019 South 
African Early Childhood Review rating the delivery 
of nutrition support as poor.10 This state of affairs 
is reflected in the poor nutrition status of young 
children; in the prevalence not only of stunting but 
also of “hidden hunger” (micronutrient deficiency), 
with 44% of children under five, for example, suf-
fering from vitamin A deficiency.11

ECD subsidy: Too little for 
too few

The ECD subsidy is the main government mech-
anism for providing nutrition support to young 
children attending early learning programmes. 
The subsidy—currently R17 per child per day, of 
which 40% (or R6.80) is intended for nutrition—
is funded through the ECD conditional grant and 
the equitable share. However, it is actually inad-
equate, and neither reasonable nor effective in 
terms of the law (as discussed later).12

Limited access and availability

Only registered or conditionally registered ELPs 
serving poor children (as determined by an income 
means test) are eligible to receive the subsidy. 
According to the 2021 ECD Census, just 41% of 
ELPs are registered and only 33%, whether reg-
istered or not, are receiving the subsidy.13

The inability of unregistered programmes in par-
ticular to access the ECD subsidy presents
a significant problem. As Kazim points out, these 
programmes are more likely to be based in vulner-
able communities and attended by children from 
vulnerable households, with the barriers to reg-
istration tending to overlap with socio-economic 
disadvantage.14 Further, about 1.7 million children 
are enrolled in ELPs, with enrolment rates vary-
ing across provinces and ranging from 40% in 
Gauteng to 26% in the Eastern Cape.15 Altogether, 
this means that many young children are not 
enrolled in ELPs, and of those who are enrolled, 
most do not benefit from the subsidy.

Inadequate amount

Moreover, with past increases not having com-
pensated adequately for inflation, the real value 
of the R17 subsidy and, along with it, its nutrition 
allocation have essentially decreased over time. 
The subsidy is simply not enough to cover the 
costs of running a quality ECD programme, let 
alone the costs of providing nutritious meals to 
the children in the programme. The World Bank 
has suggested increasing the subsidy to a mini-
mum of R31 per child per day. Applying the current 
nutrition allocation of 40%, the recommended 
subsidy increase would translate to an increase 
from R6.80 to R12.40 per child per day for nutri-
tion—underscoring the extent to which the current 
amount is insufficient.16

Other measures to provide 
nutrition support

The National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP) 
provides one meal a day to learners in primary 
and secondary schools (mainly quintiles 1–3), 
but it does not cover children in ELPs. In other 
words there is no public programme to meet the 
nutrition needs of children attending an ELP or 
ECD centre before they enter formal schooling—
akin, for example, to India’s Saksham Anganwadi 
and Poshan 2.0 for children up to the age of six; 
or Brazil’s National School Meal Programme for 
all learners, including those in early childhood 

CURRENT STATE OF PLAY 

OF NUTRITION SUPPORT 

FOR ECD
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education, in the public education system.17 In this 
context, the DBE’s planned pilot programme for 
providing ECD nutrition support, from 2024/2025 
to 2025/2026, is a positive development.

That said, there are several measures to deliver 
nutrition support for young children that have been 
put in place by various government departments, 
especially the Department of Health (DoH) but 
also the Departments of Social Development and 
Agriculture, Land Reform, and Rural Development. 
Under the NIECDP, the DoH is responsible for 
implementing several interventions under the 
umbrella of the Integrated Nutrition Programme, 
including regular growth monitoring, breast-
feeding support, food fortification, micronutrient 
supplementation, and deworming.18 Also of note is 
the Child Support Grant (CSG), which is intended 
to assist parents in lower-income households meet 
the basic needs of their children, though it pro-
vides general assistance; i.e. it does not target 

specific needs like nutrition. Moreover, the grant 
amount is insufficient, and some may use it to ful-
fil the needs of the child as well as those of the 
household more generally.19

All in all, these measures have not been suffi-
cient in helping meet the nutrition needs of young 
children such as to support their holistic devel-
opment.20 They have also been implemented in a 
mostly uncoordinated manner. The Inter-Ministerial 
Committee for ECD envisaged by the NIECDP, to 
coordinate the delivery of ECD services such as 
nutrition, has not met regularly. Similarly, the advi-
sory committee envisaged by the 2014 National 
Policy on Food and Nutrition Security,21 to pro-
vide overall leadership for the achievement of its 
strategic goal of making safe and nutritious food 
available, accessible, and affordable, is yet to be 
established. 
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THE STATE’S DUTY TO FULFIL CHILDREN’S RIGHT TO BASIC NUTRITION

Adequate nutrition is a child’s right, and in South Africa, this is a constitutional right, enshrined in the 
Bill of Rights.22 Under section 28, every child (0–18 years) has the right to basic nutrition (see Box 
2). Section 29 gives everyone (children and adults) the right to a basic education, which is under-
stood to include basic nutrition as a necessary component of learning. Further, there is increasing 
recognition that basic education includes early childhood development, or at least its early learning 
component. This broad interpretation of the right to education is arguably reflected in the Principles 
and Guidelines on the Implementation of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in the African Charter 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights and in readings of international treaties including, among others, 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child.23 It is further implicit in the ECD function shift to the 
Department of Basic Education.

Box 2.  South Africa’s Constitution on the right to nutrition

Section 28.  Children Section 29.  Education

(1)  Every child has the right—

[…]

(b)  to family care or parental care, or to appropriate alter-
native care when removed from the family environment;

(c)  to basic nutrition, shelter, basic health care services 
and social services;

(d)  to be protected from maltreatment, neglect, abuse or 
degradation;

[…]

(2)  A child’s best interests are of paramount importance in 
every matter concerning the child.

(3)  In this section “child” means a person under the age of 
18 years.

(1)  Everyone has the right—

(a)  to a basic education, 
including adult basic education; 
and

(b)  to further education, which 
the state, through reasonable 
measures, must make 
progressively available and 
accessible.

Source: Tatiana Kazim, “Early childhood development and the state’s duty to provide basic nutrition to 
young children in South Africa”, Real Reform for ECD Right to Nutrition Series, 2023.

The question then arises as to what constitutes “basic nutrition” under the law. “Nutrition” is dif-
ferent from “food” in that it has a specific purpose. Nutrition is what we need to consume for our 
health, growth, and development (well-being). Food is a broader notion: While we consume food for 

THE STATE’S DUTY TO FULFIL  

CHILDREN’S RIGHT TO BASIC NUTRITION
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survival and sustenance, this is not the only pur-
pose of food. Aside from the point that food can 
include nutrients (e.g. carbohydrates, proteins, 
and vitamins) and non-nutrients (such as artificial 
food flavours) as well as harmful substances (like 
pesticide residue), it also has social, cultural, and 
religious uses. “Basic nutrition” is thus different 
from “sufficient food”, and in the case of a young 
child, it is the minimum amount and type of nutri-
tion they need for their holistic development as 
defined in the Children’s Act of 2005. (This inter-
pretation is consistent with the African Charter on 
the Rights and Welfare of the Child.)

Both the right to basic nutrition and the right 
to basic education are unqualified in the sense  
that they are not conditional on the availability of 
resources or subject to budgetary constraints; i.e. 
they are immediately realisable.24 Further, the state 
has a duty, under section 7 of the Constitution, to 
respect, protect, promote, and fulfil them. This duty 
encompasses both the obligation to refrain from 
actions that may hinder the realisation of these 
rights and the obligation to implement “reasonable 
and effective” measures to realise them. When it 
comes to the right to basic nutrition, though the 
state is not the primary duty-bearer—parents/care-
givers are—it has a duty to provide such nutrition 
when they are unable to do so. This is reflected, 
for instance, in the eligibility criteria for the ECD 
subsidy. Generally, children attending a registered 
ELP who are either receiving the means-tested 
Child Support Grant or eligible to receive it are 
also eligible for the ECD subsidy, though eligibility 
does not equate to access.25 It is worth emphasis-
ing here that the state’s obligations in respect of 
both rights (basic nutrition and basic education) 
are underlined by its constitutional duty to uphold 
the values of human dignity, equality, and freedom 
when interpreting the Bill of Rights.

Bearing in mind the current state of play of nutri-
tion support for ECD, two points are of note. First, 
in order to be reasonable and effective, a mea-
sure must not only record statistical gains but also 
“respond to the needs of those most desperate”.26 
This has particular relevance when considering 
the inability of unregistered early learning pro-
grammes, which often serve the most vulnerable 
communities, to access nutrition support through 
the ECD subsidy. As Kazim writes, “It may be that 
a programme’s unregistered status has a bearing 
on the specific measures it is reasonable for the 

state to adopt…, but it does not negate the obli-
gation to put reasonable and effective measures 
in place”.27 

Second, the ECD subsidy’s coverage and value are 
not only inadequate in practical terms but such 
that it arguably “falls short of being a reasonable 
and effective measure”.28 This places an immedi-
ate onus on the DBE to act to reach all eligible 
children. At the same time, the ECD function shift 
to the DBE has created a fluid moment to explore 
the potential of ELPs for delivery of expanded and 
improved nutrition support. ELPs are a structured 
setting where many young children aged five and 
under congregate daily for much of the year, and 
as the Kenyan experience suggests, there may be 
reason to believe that providing meals can increase 
attendance,29 benefitting early learning.

The National Integrated Early Childhood Develo-
pment Policy recognises the state’s obligation to 
provide nutrition support and, as mentioned ear-
lier, sets out the goal of delivering a comprehensive 
package of quality ECD services, including such 
support, for the health and well-being of young 
children. Though this provides, in principle, the 
basis for an early childhood nutrition programme, 
the comprehensive food and nutrition strategy 
for children younger than five envisaged in the 
NIECDP is yet to be established. Thus, as Kazim 
suggests, while there are no laws or policies that 
specifically call for an ECD nutrition programme, 
those that exist can be leveraged to create an 
enabling legislative and regulatory framework to 
address the programmatic gap that clearly exists.30 
Notably, the National School Nutrition Programme 
targeted at school-going children is also grounded 
in sections 28 and 29 of the Constitution—strength-
ening the case for expanding public nutrition 
support programming to all children, whether in 
school or attending ELPs.31
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ADEQUATE NUTRITION: ON PAPER AND IN 

PRACTICE

 
 

The previous section considered basic nutrition for 
young children from the viewpoint of law, under-
standing it in terms of the food required to meet 
their developmental needs and establishing the 
state’s duty to implement measures for children 
to get adequate nutrition. It also drew out the 
potential of early learning programmes as a locus 
for meeting this duty more effectively. The dis-
cussion now turns to what constitutes adequate 
nutrition from the perspective of health and how, 
or the extent to which, this is currently being pro-
vided at ELPs.32

Guidance for parents/
caregivers and ECD 
practitioners

The Department of Health has developed Nutrition 
Guidelines for Early Childhood Development 
Programmes (hereinafter Nutrition Guidelines),33 
which give ECD practitioners guidance on plan-
ning, preparing, and providing nutritionally 
adequate foods/meals to young children in their 
care, by age group: 6–8 months, 9–11 months, and 
12 months to six years. The Nutrition Guidelines 
recommend exclusive breastfeeding for babies or 
children aged 0–6 months. Beyond six months, 
they encourage dietary diversity to ensure proper 
nutrition and prevent micronutrient deficiency. 
To that end, the guidance recommends a two-
week menu cycle, differentiated by age group, 
and includes recipes, with some suggestions for 
replacements based on the cultural appropriate-
ness and local availability of foods. According to 
the guidelines,

•	 if the ELP opens before 07:00, breakfast should 
be provided.

•	 if children spend under five hours at the ELP, 
they must get a snack and lunch.

•	 if children spend five to eight hours at the pro-
gramme, they must get lunch and two snacks.

These guidelines are aligned to the revised draft 
Paediatric Food-based Dietary Guidelines for 
South Africa34 and the Road to Health Booklet, 
both of which cover the period from birth to five 
years of age, with the booklet providing advice 
and being used to track varied aspects of a child’s 
growth and development. While the latter is a 
resource for parents/caregivers at home, the 
Nutrition Guidelines are intended for ELPs, where 
many children receive food/meals for the first time 
outside their home and family contexts. According 
to Müller, Ronaasen, and Besada, “if the Nutrition 
Guidelines are followed, children should consume 
an adequate diet at an ELP”.35

Implementation gap

There are challenges in practice though, with the 
reality being that many ELPs are often unable to 
provide healthy, nutritious foods/meals to the chil-
dren in their care. The ECD landscape revealed 
by the 2021 ECD Census36 and Thrive by Five37 is 
broadly similar: Nearly all ELPs provide at least one 
meal a day, most often lunch, followed closely by 
breakfast. But fewer provide all meals and snacks, 
and food quality varies. Many also rely on parents 
to send some food (mainly snacks) with their chil-
dren, but the parents usually lack guidance on the 
best foods to provide: About a quarter (26%) of 
the programmes included in the Thrive by Five 
assessment did not provide any guidance to them 
on what to send.38 

Affordability and training are major issues. As 
Müller, Ronaasen, and Besada argue, the Nutrition 
Guidelines assume that the two-week menu 
included in the guidelines is affordable and that 
ELPs have the necessary capacities and facilities 
to follow the menu and recipes.39 This is frequently 
not the case; certainly not amid the current cost-
of-living crisis. For example, limited and unreliable 
funding, and high food costs were uppermost 
among the concerns of ECD practitioners recently 

ADEQUATE NUTRITION:  

ON PAPER AND  

IN PRACTICE
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surveyed by RR4ECD on the question of nutrition 
provision. The ECD subsidy, as explained earlier, 
does not reach a majority of ELPs; moreover, the 
amount allocated for nutrition is insufficient. ELPs 
rely not just on the subsidy but also on fees from 
parents, as well as food donations and private 
feeding schemes (such as the Do More Foundation, 
Lunchbox Fund, and Tiger Brands schemes), to 
provide meals. That said, there are several oppor-
tunities to improve training of ECD practitioners 
and ELP staff that can, in turn, improve uptake 
and knowledge of nutrition.

From the viewpoint of equity, the dependence on 
fees, especially, is troubling—given the high rates 
of poverty and the high numbers of ELPs with-
out access to the ECD subsidy, most of which are 
likely to be found in socio-economically disadvan-
taged areas. Further, as Droomer et al. also point 
out, fees and food donations, especially in the 
current, constrained economic climate, are argu-
ably an unstable or unreliable funding source for 
meal provision at ELPs.40

Concerningly from the viewpoint of good nutrition, 
based on Thrive by Five data, fruit and vegeta-
bles—a key source of micronutrients—form too 
low a proportion of the meals; they are domi-
nated by carbohydrates and proteins, and this 
likely contributes to hidden hunger (micronutri-
ent deficiency). Young children require a balanced 
diet that includes nutrient-dense and protein-rich 
foods in adequate quantities, appropriate to the 
child’s age and activity level, at a consistent meal 
schedule. Compliance with the Nutrition Guidelines 
is a challenge, certainly, with little monitoring of 
their use: Over 20% of the sites visited by Thrive 
by Five provided food that was not aligned to 
the menu on the day.41 But, as importantly, the 
Nutrition Guidelines offer little to nothing in the 
form of advice on managing costs, for instance, 
by planting food gardens for fresh produce. Based 
on Thrive by Five data, ELPs with access to a 
food garden are more likely to provide vegetables 
and proteins in meals. Moreover, the accompa-
nying training manual, though finalised, is yet  
to be rolled out, with too few ECD practitioners 
having received training on implementing the 
guidelines or on the importance of nutrition and 
healthy eating.
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IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION  

OF NUTRITION SUPPORT

As noted earlier, the Department of Basic Educ-
ation is now responsible for ensuring universal 
and equitable access to quality early childhood 
development. In respect of nutrition, this means 
it has both direct responsibility for the delivery of 
nutrition support and coordinating responsibility 
for the provision of supplementary nutrition and 
nutrition support by other departments, such as 
Health.42 This section considers the ways in which 
the DBE could expand and improve the delivery 
of nutrition support to early learning programmes, 
in line with its obligation to ensure young children 
get the nutrition they need to thrive. More specif-
ically, it explores the potential of leveraging the 
National School Nutrition Programme while draw-
ing lessons from it and considers three potential 
implementation models of delivering nutrition 
support to ELPs, before recommending a flexible 
dual implementation approach.43

Potential implementation 
models

Provincial procurement and delivery

The first model would entail procurement and 
delivery of food by provinces, which would be 
especially suited for ELPs with limited resources 
and capacities. In provinces implementing the 
centralised NSNP model, the provincial education 
department (PED) appoints service providers to 
procure and deliver food to schools. The model is 
implemented in Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, 
Mpumalanga, and the Western Cape, where PEDs 
engage service providers to procure and deliver 
food while transferring funds to the schools to pay 
stipends to volunteer food handlers and procure 
fuel. Several private feeding schemes also operate 

in a broadly similar manner. The Lunchbox Fund, 
for example, delivers fortified maize porridge 
(breakfast) and groceries (lunch) on a monthly 
basis to partnering ECD programmes, which must 
supplement them with fresh vegetables. The 
Pebbles Project, meanwhile, prepares and deliv-
ers frozen meals on a weekly or biweekly basis to 
partnering ECD centres.44 Considerable experience 
and expertise, as well as resources and networks, 
thus exist for PEDs to potentially draw on.

In the decentralised NSNP model, the provinces 
(Eastern Cape, Free State, Northern Cape, and 
North West) make payments of funds to schools, 
which, in turn, appoint service providers to deliver 
food to them. Because ELPs are small and not 
state entities, if this model were applied to the 
ECD sector, it would be more comparable to direct 
transfers (discussed next).

Direct transfers

The second model is direct transfers. In this model, 
funds would be transferred directly to ELPs for 
the purchase and preparation of nutritious food, 
requiring them to have bank accounts and the 
ability—kitchen facilities, refrigeration, and access 
to water—to prepare meals (as most do). Kenya, 
for example, uses this model to implement its 
Home Grown School Meals Programme for chil-
dren in pre-primary and primary schools in arid 
and semi-arid counties as well as informal set-
tlements. Closer to home, this is how the ECD 
subsidy, with its nutrition allocation, is currently 
provided, though only to some eligible children 
at registered ELPs. Were this model to be imple-
mented at scale in the ECD space, in particular to 
reach unregistered ELPs, it would be more feasi-
ble and efficient for PEDs to transfer funds, not 
to the ELPs directly, but to strategic implement-
ing partners as intermediaries, who are likely to 
be needed for a number of roles, such as bene-
ficiary identification and verification, monitoring, 
and reporting. This is due to the sector’s pecu-
liarities, including the huge variation in terms of 
where ELPs are located, how they are run, what 
capacities and facilities they have, and which ser-
vices they provide.

IMPROVING  

IMPLEMENTATION OF 

NUTRITION SUPPORT
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Digital voucher system

The third model would involve delivering elec-
tronic vouchers for the purchase of nutritious 
foods to verified beneficiaries via SMS on a reg-
ular basis. Such a digital voucher system was 
recently implemented by Ilifa Labantwana and 
its partners to provide relief to unregistered ELPs 
during the coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) 
pandemic. Food vouchers were delivered to ver-
ified ELP beneficiaries on a biweekly basis and to 
their staff (as income relief) on a monthly basis, 
for redemption at local spaza shops. The proj-
ect reached 1,700 programmes, 6,210 ECD staff, 
and more than 30,000 children. ForAfrika (for-
merly Joint Aid Management or JAM) also piloted 
a similar voucher system, albeit targeted at house-
holds with children (rather than ELPs), during 
the pandemic, while the Department of Social 
Development provides food vouchers in varied 
forms (e.g. supermarket gift cards) for social relief 
of distress.

Box 3 presents the potential advantages and chal-
lenges of using each model to scale up nutrition 
support to ELPs. Droomer et al. further compare 
the three models on five attributes: complexity of 
implementation mechanism, level of choice and 
food diversity, cost-efficiency, opportunity to sup-
port local food economies, and risk of fraud. They 
find direct transfers to be the most supportive of 
food choice and diversity, most cost-efficient, and 
most supportive of local food economies while 
being the simplest to implement. The model also 
has the lowest risk of fraud, though a potentially 
greater risk of mismanagement of funds. The dig-
ital voucher system performs better only in terms 
of supporting local economies, while offering no 
other significant advantages over direct trans-
fers, given that a majority of ELPs—75% in the 
2021 ECD Census—report having a bank account 
in the programme’s name.45

If anything, using vouchers has the added dis-
advantage of requiring the setting up, as well as 
maintenance arguably, of a new, complex, and 
technologically intense system. While being the 
best suited for the smallest ELPs with the least 
resources, the provincial procurement and deliv-
ery model performs worst, according to Droomer 
et al., on all the attributes. But, as they point out, 
it cannot be excluded from consideration in view 
of its ability to reach the most vulnerable pro-
grammes—and most vulnerable children. Further, 
despite the varying risk, all three models require 
a strong system to support whistle-blowing and 
address potential corruption and mismanagement.
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Box 3.  Potential advantages and challenges of three different implementation models

Provincial procurement Direct transfers Digital voucher system

Advantages

•	 Has potential to produce 
economies of scale

•	 May be easier to manage
•	 May promote transparency
•	 Has lower administrative 

burden for early learning 
programmes (ELPs)*

•	 Can reach unbanked ear-
ly childhood development 
(ECD) providers

•	 Uses/leverages existing subsi-
dy systems, with no additional 
costs except for an increase in 
capacity for implementation at 
scale

•	 Supports local businesses and 
development of local food sys-
tems

•	 ELPs can run business process-
es more efficiently*

•	 Allows ELPs to hold service 
providers more accountable*

•	 Offers ELPs more choice and 
flexibility

•	 Can be easy to run/
manage, once set up

•	 May be fairly cost-effi-
cient

•	 Can support local 
businesses and devel-
opment of local food 
systems

•	 Has reduced burden of 
compliance with re-
spect to procurement, 
accounting, and report-
ing for ELPs

•	 Can reach unbanked 
ECD providers

Disadvantages

•	 Cost savings may be offset 
by logistical challenges, 
including the need for small 
and frequent deliveries to 
ELPs with inadequate or 
insecure storage

•	 May need supplementation 
with locally procured or 
home-grown fresh produce

•	 Offers ELPs less food 
choice and flexibility

•	 Involves lengthy procure-
ment process that may 
delay delivery*

•	 Can have negative impact 
on the external market and 
reduce competitiveness in 
the long term

•	 Pools risk of failure, fraud, 
and corruption

•	 Higher administrative burden 
related to procurement, ac-
counting, and reporting for 
ELPs*

•	 Requires ELPs to have ade-
quate kitchen/meal preparation 
facilities

•	 Requires more training/guid-
ance to be provided to ELPs

•	 Requires better monitoring of 
ELP compliance with Nutrition 
Guidelines

•	 Has risk of mismanagement of 
funds by ELPs / Has greater 
need for more careful manage-
ment given potential for delays 
in funds transfers*

•	 May be challenging for ELPs in 
areas with few service provid-
ers

•	 May not be accessible to the 
most vulnerable ELPs

•	 Can be complex to set 
up, with beneficiary 
verification posing a 
particular challenge

•	 Can be technologically 
challenging to run, or 
keep up to date (e.g. 
with beneficiary de-
tails)

•	 Likely to require prob-
lem-solving support 
from implementing 
partners on the ground

•	 Has reduced choice, 
with voucher redemp-
tion limited to a specif-
ic retail group

Note: * indicates learnings from the National School Nutrition Programme. 

Source: Laura Droomer, Tarryn Cooper-Bell, Sheniece Linderboom, Kayin Scholtz, and Donela Besada, 
“Implementation strategies for nutrition support to children in early learning programmes”, Real Reform for 
ECD Right to Nutrition Series, 2023.
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 A dual implementation approach

Bearing in mind the nature of the ECD sector, as well as the lessons of the NSNP, Droomer et al. sug-
gest adopting a dual implementation approach using two models—direct transfers, and provincial 
procurement and delivery—in order to reach all eligible children at both registered and unregistered 
programmes (See Figure 1), while being context-sensitive, respecting the agency of ECD providers, 
and leveraging existing systems and resources. This approach would involve the following: 

	 Using direct transfers to reach all eligible children at registered ELPs. 

	 Using two variations of the provincial procurement and delivery model to reach all eligible 
children at unregistered ELPs. 

●	 In the first variation, in provinces that use the centralised NSNP model, the PED would use 
existing NSNP service providers to also procure and deliver food/meals to nearby unreg-
istered ELPs. 

●	 In the second variation, in provinces that use the decentralised NSNP model, the PED 
would appoint and contract new commercial service providers or strategic implementing 
partners to procure and deliver nutrition support to unregistered ELPs. 

Droomer et al. further recommend additional research to identify suitable modalities for unregistered 
ELPs that lack the kitchen and storage facilities to benefit from either model. This approach is not 
entirely novel; rather, it echoes the flexibility and context-specificity of the way in which the NSNP 
is currently delivered, with some provinces using the decentralised model while others use the cen-
tralised model, with further variation in implementation within each model.

Figure 1.  Dual implementation approach
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As noted earlier, ECD programmes vary consid-
erably. Some have more resources and are better 
equipped; some are located in high-density urban 
areas, while others are located in remote rural 
areas with more limited access to shops and ser-
vice providers; and they are run in varied formal 
and informal ways. In other words, while a major-
ity of ELPs are able to prepare food on-site, not 
all are, and there is considerable variation in terms 
of kitchen infrastructure and capacities. Given this, 
as Droomer et al. point out, “A one-size-fits-all 
approach is highly likely to become exclusionary 
for many ELPs”.46 They suggest implementing the 
dual implementation approach flexibly, in a manner 
that allows for different ways of delivering nutrition 
support to different types of ELPs and partnership 
with stakeholders including, among others, ECD-
focused non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
existing feeding organisations, and local farmers.

Role of civil society and 
private sector actors

Regardless of the model or approach used, and 
beyond roll-out and immediate implementation, 
it would be important to provide regular support 
and do regular monitoring and reporting—to ensure 
funds are used for their intended purpose of pro-
viding adequate nutrition to eligible young children. 
There may be an opportunity here to leverage exist-
ing NSNP resources (e.g. service providers and 
networks) and processes (including monitoring, 
reporting, and responding processes), not only to 
support schools as well as ELPs, but also to ensure 
systems of accountability for both. 

Equally, there is an opportunity, as noted earlier, 
to draw on research and training organisations, 
NGOs, as well as private sector actors already oper-
ating in the ECD sector as strategic implementing 
partners; i.e. to use “the existing ecosystem of 
nutrition support”.47 Leveraging ECD-focused civil 
society actors and existing feeding organisations 
can, among other things, save resources and time; 
help reach more ELPs, especially unregistered pro-
grammes and programmes in hard-to-access areas; 
and contribute to the development of tailored, evi-
dence-informed interventions.48 They can further 

support implementation through varied functions, 
ranging from data collection to procurement and 
delivery, as well as monitoring and reporting, on 
behalf of or in partnership with PEDs and district 
officials.

Estimated costs
Finally, what will this cost? While the right to 
basic nutrition is immediately realisable in legal 
terms—and not to forget, a human rights imper-
ative—budgetary constraints are hard to ignore.

The estimated cost of providing meals based on 
an ideal menu, i.e. a menu aligned to the Nutrition 
Guidelines, to young children attending ELPs is 
R12.09 per child per day (at wholesale prices). This 
includes the costs of food items, fuel, transport, and 
related overheads, and it is comparable to the World 
Bank recommendation-based costing (R12.40) dis-
cussed earlier. The current allocation of R6.80 from 
the ECD subsidy towards nutrition is significantly 
lower than this cost of implementing the ideal menu. 
The estimated total cost of providing the ideal menu 
to all eligible children at all attendance-based ELPs, 
regardless of their registration status, would be R4.8 
billion (based on 2023 prices), which is roughly half 
the budget allocation of R9.3 billion to the NSNP 
in 2023/2024.49 

Given the multiple demands on public funding, 
especially in the current, constrained economic 
climate, it may not be feasible to expand nutrition 
support based on the ideal-menu costs to both 
registered and unregistered programmes. What 
may be more feasible, at least in the medium term, 
is to expand access to the current subsidy so as 
to reach all eligible children at all registered pro-
grammes, while procuring and delivering food to 
eligible children at unregistered programmes (with 
meal preparation facilities) based on the R6.80 
figure. The estimated total additional cost of reach-
ing all eligible children in this manner would be 
R1.65 billion a year. To place this in context, the ECD 
subsidy amounted to an estimated R2.8 billion in 
2021/2022.50
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There may be two possible ways to channel the 
funds for this expansion of ECD nutrition sup-
port, by amending existing grant frameworks the 
DBE already manages. The first is through the 
ECD conditional grant by adding a third nutri-
tion component, alongside the existing subsidy 
and infrastructure components. The new nutrition 
component should be targeted only at unregis-
tered programmes, while the expanded budget 
for registered programmes remains in the subsidy 
component. This would centralise ECD funding 
and reporting in one framework. The second pos-
sible way is through the NSNP conditional grant, 
by adding an ECD component with its own criteria 
and guidelines to it. This would centralise man-
agement of all nutrition support provided through 
provincial procurement, to schools and ELPs, in 
one framework.

The additional cost of R1.65 billion a year may 
seem daunting, but it represents an effort to strike 
a balance between what is necessary—from the 
viewpoints of both law and health—and what may 
actually be possible taking the economics of pro-
viding adequate nutrition support into account. 

Here it is worth bearing in mind that by one esti-
mate, stunting alone costs South Africa 1.3% of 
its gross domestic product, or about R62 billion 
a year.51 As the Real Reform for ECD Right to 
Nutrition Series’ researchers altogether compel-
lingly argue, ensuring all young children receive a 
nutritious, well-balanced diet is thus as much an 
imperative as an investment for a healthier, just, 
and more prosperous society. 

Ultimately, much more is needed to ensure univer-
sal and equitable access to quality ECD services, 
including nutrition support, in the long term, given 
that many vulnerable young children are either 
not enrolled at or attending ELPs. While acknowl-
edging that, reaching those at attendance-based 
ELPs is a vital and necessary part of tackling the 
challenge. Put another way, it is but one import-
ant, targeted, and evidence-informed step, while 
being an opportunity to gain more knowledge for 
continued progress, towards realising the goal of 
universal access.
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Create an ECD nutrition programme 
in an adaptive staged approach
The Department of Basic Education should develop an ECD nutrition programme to ensure that all 
children who are eligible for the Child Support Grant and who attend an early learning programme, 
registered or unregistered, receive adequately nutritious meals at the ELP. As the first step in an 
adaptive, staged approach,

●	 the ECD subsidy of R17 per child per day should be expanded to reach all eligible children 
attending registered programmes and continue to be provided directly to the programmes.

●	 While working towards simplifying the registration process and supporting programmes to 
get registered, nutrition support should be provided to unregistered programmes, at a cost of 
R6.80 per child per day, using a provincial procurement and delivery model, which leverages 
the National School Nutrition Programme, where possible, as well as the existing expertise 
and experience of the sector.

Given the estimated total additional cost of R1.65 billion a year of taking this approach, the DBE will 
need to develop an implementation plan, with a costed timeline, for a phased roll-out.

RECOMMENDATIONS

REFORM 1

REFORM 2

Test the implementation model 
for unregistered programmes

As part of its planned piloting of an ECD nutrition support programme, the DBE should test two 
mechanisms, under the broad umbrella of the provincial procurement and delivery model, for providing 
nutrition support to unregistered ELPs.

●	 In one or more provinces where the NSNP is implemented using the centralised model, the DBE 
pilot should test whether select existing service providers used by the provincial education 
department can also deliver food/meals effectively to nearby unregistered ELPs.

●	 In one or more provinces where the NSNP is implemented using the decentralised model, the 
DBE should pilot contracting select strategic implementing partners (NGOs or private sector 
actors) or new commercial service providers to procure and deliver food/meals to nearby 
unregistered ELPs.

Monitoring and evaluation of the pilot, though, should also include a sample of registered ELPs receiving 
the ECD subsidy for learnings to inform the roll-out of a programme at scale.
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Collect data

Improve coordination and oversight

Strengthen the legislative, policy, and 
regulatory framework

Better and more frequently collected data is critical for more evidence-informed implementation. The 
DBE should collect data, inter alia, on children’s growth indicators (anthropometric measurements), 
while providing training on and supporting implementation of the Nutrition Guidelines, to track their 
nutritional impact; and on attendance rates to determine the impact of meal provision.

Greater coordination and oversight by the DBE are essential in ensuring that varied measures, led 
by different government departments, to deliver nutrition support are being implemented efficiently 
and effectively. In particular, existing mechanisms, such as the Inter-Ministerial Committee on ECD, 
need to be urgently strengthened and revitalised. The creation of similar coordination mechanisms 
at the provincial and municipal levels should also be considered.

Not only does the National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy need to be updated to 
reflect the ECD function shift to the DBE, but it also needs to be revitalised. The DBE should

●	 in the short term, develop a stand-alone ECD nutrition policy for the roll-out of the pilot and/
or new ECD nutrition programme.

●	 in the long term, consider legislative reforms to provide a firmer statutory basis for the ECD 
nutrition programme, which could include, inter alia, defining the state’s duty to provide 
nutrition support to young children more clearly and explicitly and providing for accountability 
mechanisms.

REFORM 4

REFORM 3

REFORM 5

REFORM 6

Roll out training
The DBE should further use its pilot nutrition support programme to roll out training on implementing 
the Nutrition Guidelines fully to improve compliance with them; and, in the longer term, to assess 
their accessibility, affordability, and feasibility. The guidelines should ideally be evaluated and updated 
every five years to ensure they remain appropriate, relevant, and evidence-informed.
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