
Does the newly ratified National Integrated Early Childhood 
Development Policy signal a change for the NGO sector?

Early childhood development services do not fall neatly into any one government department, 
sphere of government, or sector, as the needs and rights of infants and young children span 
the areas of health, nutrition, safe environment, and psychosocial and cognitive development. 
These services require “an integrated, cross-sectoral approach and plan across government 
departments that involves civil society organisations, the corporate sector, religious 
organisations, non-government organisations, parents and children”

1. The time has come!

Informed by early science and motivated by the potential impact of ECD on the health and 
wellbeing of young children and therefore the nation as a whole, government has stepped up to 
lead the realisation of universal access to early childhood development services in South Africa. It 
has put on the table, a bold and exciting multi-sectoral policy and supporting strategy that draws on 
the years of work done in partnership with civil society, but pushes beyond this aiming to fill the 
massive gaps that have not yet been covered, despite our collective efforts

The National Integrated Policy for Early Childhood Development was ratified in December 2015. In      
many ways it feels like our policy, probably because so many of us have in some way, no matter 
how small, participated in shaping it.  Some through demonstrating how to provide services outside 
of centres and expanding the understanding of what ECD is, others through years of advocacy 
motivating ECD as a potential game changer for society, and many by taking part in the dialogues, 
deliberations and opportunities for engagement that were part of the drafting consultations.   

But, drafting and ratifying a policy does not of itself fill the gaps.  It only gets us to first base thereby 
giving us a tool to inform, direct and drive our strategic endeavours toward its effective 
implementation.  Therefore, no matter how progressive, robust or strategically on the mark this 
policy is, it needs political and societal will, sufficient resources and the necessary capabilities,to 
make it happen.  Without this, it is nothing but a paper tiger!  

This brief think piece steps into this space. It explores some key elements of the policy intention 
and the implications for public private partnerships.  It considers how civil society (NGOs in 
particular) can act opportunistically and innovatively to strengthen its role as a lead contributor to 
policy realisation and to its ongoing evaluation and improvement.

2. We are all in this together! 

“To merge the knowledge and insights of scholars and practitioners with the creative talents of 
those who design and implement social policy initiatives, and to invest the products of such an 
alliance in the future of our children - reflects the fundamental purpose of early childhood 
intervention.”1

As is true of many countries, the roots of the South African early childhood development movement 
are located in the efforts and innovations of individuals and organisations in civil society. Services 
for young children have largely evolved from the bottom up, an exciting and powerful 
demonstration of how civil society can influence and transform the policy and service delivery 
landscape for children. As is noted in the policy document, civil society in South Africa played 
multiple roles in shaping the sector, acting as a service providing partner to government, a thought 
leader to an evolving field and a policy development partner.  
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Unfortunately, despite their good intentions, efforts have  tended 
to be uncoordinated, scattershot failing to achieve the kind of 
geographic reach needed (as is illustrated in the well-known 
graphic alongside).  Many organisations, rather than hold the 
integrity of their strategic intentions have consistently changed 
their endeavours to unlock resources. The policy notes that 
rather than driving solutions for early childhood expansion (of 
quality) to vulnerable communities, these noble efforts on the 
part of civil society have contributed to inequity and the 
perpetuation of systemic and service delivery inefficiencies. 

It claims specifically that the “establishment and spread of privately-provided services has not been 
guided by population-level needs and national priorities…’(leaving) …large gaps in the availability 
of centre and non-centre based early childhood development services and opportunities for 
learning programmes for the youngest children, children living in poverty and children with 
disabilities.”   While government, recognises that civil society partnerships can be enabling of 2

sector service expansion, they are also clear that they carry the Constitutional mandate to enable 
access to the right to early childhood development and that within current circumstances, they will 
lead, pay, coordinate and where there is no viable alternative, provide services themselves. Where 
they do enter into partnership relationships with civil society organisations, “all steps necessary to 
ensure that all role players provide services in compliance with its international, regional and 
constitutional commitments”  will be taken.3

In sum: 

the political window + the gap in provision + our existing capacity = opportunity

Government notes its role as the primary provider of a comprehensive package of essential 
services for young children.  It acknowledges that service delivery is held back because of 
inadequate systemic provision, poor leadership, a lack of coordination, and weak institutional 
and funding arrangements.  
The role that for-profit and non-profit organisations have played in the development of capacity 
and implementation of services for young children is recognised, as are the future prospects for 
partnership. However, what is also noted is that the haptic provision of the civil society sector 
has contributed to the current inequities in availability of and access to early childhood 
development services of quality.

Game Changer 1: Scattershot to synergistic! 

“Early on many of us hoped that a good organisation or idea would naturally grow to scale - without  
worrying too much about how - simply adding new innovations on a stable base of mediocrity 
cannot produce social transformation - civic entrepreneurship - represents the spirit of chain and 
the spirit of community - many barriers or obstacles faced by civil entrepreneurs are inadvertent, 
caused by good people with good intentions trying within a narrow jurisdiction to solve problems 
created by matters outside their control .” 4

Doing what we have been doing will just result in more of what we have and what we have is 
clearly not enough!  We have individuals and organisations that have been thought leaders, 
innovators and entrepreneurial.  They have undoubtedly contributed to growth in the ECD sector 

 GRSA 2015 National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy - Limited distribution edition 2

 Goldsmith Stephen (2010) The Power of Social Innovation:  How Communities Ignite Community Networks for Good, Jossey-Bass A 3

Wiley Imprint, San Francisco 

GRSA 2015 National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy - Limited distribution edition 4

Page �2



but not sufficiently to create a tipping point where every child accesses what they need to realise 
their potential.  

As a sector with a heart for children, the time is right to realise our spirit of innovation and 
entrepreneurship but it requires collective action. But, to achieve geographic coverage that 
reaches the most vulnerable communities in our country, we must act collectively. Scattershot must 
become synergistic ! 5

The policy motivates for this kind of engagement, across stakeholder groups and recognises 
specifically the need for our endeavour to be informed by the five key principles outlined below:

Networking – exchanging information for mutual benefit; 
Coordination – information exchange as well as altering activities to achieve a common 
purpose; 
Cooperation – sharing of information for mutual benefit, altering activities for a common 
purpose as well as sharing resources for attainment of a mutual benefit and common 
purpose; 
Collaboration –networking, coordination and cooperation as well as improving the capacity 
of the other partner for mutual benefit and a common purpose; and 
Contracting – where financing and service delivery are provided by different role players, to 
ensure accountability and cost-effective provision of early childhood development services.  

3. It’s up to us to Join the Dots

“The challenge of reducing the gap between what we know and what we do to promote the healthy 
development of young children is to view current best practices as a starting point and to leverage 
scientific concepts to inspire fresh thinking.“6

ante-natal and post-natal health
birth screening 
nutrition services
free birth registration
social grants 
child protection services 
parenting support 
opportunities for early learning

home visits (CHWs) from conception-2 years 
for vulnerable women and children
 micronutrient and food supplementation
food and nutritional support
screening, counselling and referrals for mental 
health, substance abuse and domestic violence
birth screening - Gold Standard Model for early 
intervention of infants with disabilities
screening of young children for abuse, neglect 
and follow up
augmented programme of parenting support 
pre-registration for CSG during pregnancy

When synergistic parts work together, they accomplish more than they could alone. 5
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The policy puts in place a twofold approach to service delivery: enhance and expand promising 
initiatives already in place and ignite innovation and new services to fill identified gaps 
across the development continuum providing for ages and stages. The table below outlines which 
programmes are to be enhanced, and which programmes are to be added to the current basket of 
services.

The implementation of these enhanced and new programmes will be undertaken collaboratively 
across the line and co-opted departments, 

DOH:  Community Health Care Workers will provide a home-based programme of support 
from pregnancy to 2 years of age.  The programme will include early stimulation, support 
groups for vulnerable pregnant women, mother-father-baby support and home visits.   This 
cohort of workers will be managed and supported by WBOT team leaders. Day mothers 
registered and accredited by Municipalities will also provide home base care for small groups 
of infants under the age of 2 years. 

DSD:  Centre-based programmes, early learning playgroups and parenting programmes will 
be implemented by ECD practitioners.  This cohort of workers will be supervised by ECD 
Coordinators and Supervisors.  These practitioners may be directly employed by DSD or by 
funded civil society partners.  

DBE + DHET with line departments DOH + DSD:  Are responsible for the development, 
funding and training of ECD practitioners as well as the training of the expanded CHCW 
programme.  In addition, they will develop qualifications, training materials and curriculum 
with a focus on up scaling the sector and forging complementary career pathways.  The 
policy suggests that training quality could be improved by twinning strong RTOs with less 
experienced TVET colleges.  

In sum:
The policy has put a strategic plan on the table for what comes next, how and who will 
deliver programmes, what they will contain, who will manage and train from a government 
perspective. Civil society organisations are noted in this plan as having a role to play as 
providers and strategic partners.  Capacity to deliver is going to be a challenge.

This is familiar terrain to the NGO sector with a few significant additions, for example, most 
ECD organisations concerned with early learning have partnered with DSD - DOH is now 
also in the mix with the CHCW carrying the load for early stimulation in the first 100 days - 
this will call for some re-stratergising. Another consideration is that traditionally civil society 
organisations have not offered systemic solutions to the challenge of programme delivery as 
is apparent in the scattershot nature of their achievements thus far.  

Game Changer 2: Join the Dots - Be Strategic Partners with a Plan!

We don't have enough services for the early years.  Civil society organisations in the ECD sector 
have capital!  They have knowledge, trained staff, programmes, networks, loads of experience and 
implementation know how.  All of this is needed to realise the ambitions of the new policy which 
promises ACCESS and QUALITY. 

It is likely that all organisations could have a role to play in delivering on this mandate and ensuring 
the improvement in the daily lives and future prospects for young children.  Social service 
providers have had a long and noble history in South Africa’s ECD sector, as already indicated and 
acknowledged in the policy.  However, we need to heed the message that perhaps, rather than 
having challenged the system, we have allowed it to remain in place and so contributed to 
perpetuating its inherent flaws and inequalities. 
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The policy sets outs to enable early childhood development services that will change the game for 
children and for society as a whole.  While this will require some fundamental changes to the 
current service delivery model, it will also require the expansion of current programmes together 
with a particular focus on quality improvement. The policy also notes that civil society organisations 
will remain integral to a system of delivery provided they meet and act within the stipulated set of 
criteria.

Changing the way they do things is not going to be like spontaneous combustion!  Civil society 
organisations need a plan, individually and collectively. They need to decide what strategic value 
and capital they bring to the table then how they will use it together to create real solutions to the 
big challenges that lie ahead.  This might require us to wake up and realise that ‘noble goals’ are of 
themselves, not sufficient. We need to be strategists, to see the worth that civil society brings with 
a different eye, to act as robust partners with strategic value and intent.   Civil society must “define 
their value in terms of what they do, what they achieve, how they leverage and connect, how they 
innovate…”  says David Harrison of the DG Murray Trust.  7

There might be another way of working, one in which ‘social entrepreneurs who are involved in 
direct interventions also go for transformation of the system.  “They seek to go beyond better, to 
bring about a transformed, stable new system…rather than small improvement in the status quo.”   8

Some would call this civic entrepreneurship a necessary collaborative leadership acting across 
boundaries, within and beyond organisations, finding"new ways of combining resources and 
people, both public and private, to deliver better social outcomes, higher social value and more 
social capital”.9

4.  How it all hangs together!   

T h e i d e a o f a 
coordinating Agency for 
ECD did not fly!  The 
policy offers what is, to 
my mind,   a complex, 
mu l t i - l aye red i n te r -
governmental cross-
sectoral approach to 
e n a b l i n g t h e 
implementation of the 
policy.  All involved 
departments are noted 
in the blocks alongside, 
g r e e n b e i n g l i n e 
departments and blue 
t h e c o - o p t e d 
departments.  Each will 
u n d e r t a k e i t s o w n 
planning, budgeting, etc.  

Responsibility for enabling ECD service delivery as envisaged in the policy document by 2030 will 
be shared across the three spheres of government as set out on the following page:
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I. National: Planning and coordination, policy, laws, norms and standards and the setting of high 
level targets.

II. Provincial: Responsibility for the delivery of services (such as health, social services and basic 
education) is devolved to the provinces. This includes responsibility for funding; delivery or 
contracting NGOs for delivery of services; registration and monitoring; and evaluation of 
compliance of services with norms and standards. 

III. District: Municipalities are responsible for the effective coordination in each district of ECD 
services within their mandate. Relevant services and associated responsibilities and budgets 
should be reflected in all municipal Integrated Development Plans (IDPs) and in specific 
sectoral polices and by-laws which should be harmonised with national policy and legislation.  

The way in which this collaborative endeavour will be managed is through a series of committees 
as set out in the diagram below. It is further suggested that this structure be replicated at provincial 
and district levels in the same form as outlined in the diagram above.  

In sum:
Integration needs to take place. There is a plan for how this will happen including; an 
elaboration of the roles and responsibilities across and within government departments and 
across the three spheres of government.  A line management and reporting structure is also 
outlined. While the policy claims this systems as worked efficiently elsewhere, at face value, it 
appears complex, requiring high levels of political and institutional support and so is at risk of 
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being stymied by known institutionalised issues.  It also establishes a space for the possible 
replication of existing systems duplication and inefficiencies which we know hinder delivery and 
quality. BUT, is is what we have for now, so how can we actively participate in making it work?
Civil society is included in the mix with a dedicated structure provided for engagement with the 
state and the proposal that this be replicated across provinces as well as at community level.  It 
is interesting to note of course that civil society is relegated to the bottom of the pyramid in 
terms of this engagement, rather than integrated into and across the system itself.  None the 
less, it is once again what we have and does provides a space with which to work.  How we  
act inside of and outside of this space is in our hands.  

Game Changer 3: Amplify voices from the ‘bottom up’!

So, the idea of an overarching agency was ditched and has been replaced with a complex, 
multilayered system which will seek to achieve integration for children at grassroots level while 
maintaining the integrity of the discreet offerings of the different line departments.  To facilitate this, 
tasks have been shared across the system in a more pragmatic way, for example, the shift of early 
stimulation to the domain of the CHCW.  Will it work? The policy claims there is international 
evidence suggesting that it will! Looking at it on paper and having a sense of the institutional 
issues, I believe it wil l present 
challenges but time will tell.  

But civil society organisations have 
the i r own capac i t y, vo i ce and 
strengthen.  How they bring this into the 
ECD system is fundamentally in their 
hands.  It is time to organise, to get 
momentum for an ECD movement 
starting at the bottom!The time for 
action is now;  implement, test, 
evaluate, dialogue, partner, feed back 
into the loop on what works and what 
does not!  

Ultimately, it is up to civil society organisation to see the opportunity that these shifts present and 
to make decisions about how to use the space to their advantage and fundamentally to the 
advantage of young children.  Being at the so-called bottom of the pyramid could be a strong place 
to be, especially if one considers how effective disruption can be when it starts at the bottom of the 
pile.  We are certainly living in an  exciting time!
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