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IMPROVING QUALITY OF TOWNSHIP ECD CENTERS:  
CASETUDY OF A CATCH 22 

 
Lo Dagerman and Brian Levy1 

 
Early childhood development (ECD) has been identified as a powerful influence on an 

individual’s life possibilities for learning, earning and welfare.
2
 As a result many countries, 

including South Africa, have prioritized support for early childhood learning. Yet all too often 

the reality is different. 

 

We’ve all seen the pictures of overcrowded township ECD centers bursting at the seams with 

children. Crowding that gets in the way of providing quality care and early childhood 

developmental learning to the children who need it the most. What is this typically about? Is it 

greediness -- making money off the desperate needs of families?  Is it a lack of understanding 

that overcrowded centers offer very little opportunity for learning? Is it a reluctance to adapt to 

new ways of doing things? This paper will argue that a key explanation lies elsewhere – namely 

that the economics of serving poor families gives township ECD centers few options but to beef 

up the number of children cared for – unless additional funding is made available. The paper is 

based on a case study of the actual experience of an ECD center, ABC Educare (fictional name), 

operating in an informal settlement on the outskirts of Cape Town.  

 

The paper will make its argument in three parts: 

 Section I of the paper will describe the budget of the case study center. As it will show, 

the center operates on a shoestring, yet still cannot break even on fee revenue alone. An 

operational subsidy potentially could make all the difference. 

 As Section II will summarize, South Africa (and the Western Cape) indeed have in place 

a subsidy program which potentially could break the logjam which prevents ECD centers 

operating in a way which supports learning. In principle, the subsidy is available to all 

ECD centers which meet a minimum set of infrastructural, learning and other operational 

requirements set by the Department of Social Development (DSD) as the standard for 

registration, and thus subsidy access. With the support of a local non-governmental 

organization (NGO), ABC Educare has indeed taken the substantive steps necessary to 

access the subsidy. However, 

 As Section III will describe, using the experience of ABC Educare’s efforts to illustrate, 

the red-tape related bureaucratic impediments that stand in the way of being granted the 

subsidy are extraordinarily formidable – making it near impossible for ECD centers in a 

similar situation to ABC Educare to access the subsidy without sustained external 

assistance, even if they met the substantive criteria. 

                                                 
1
  Lo Dagerman holds master degrees in Urban Transport Planning (MIT) and School Counseling (Johns Hopkins  

University). In February-March 2015, she worked with the Starting Chance project in a township outside of Cape 

Town assisting with DSD registration and subsidy applications.  

Brian Levy is the Academic Director of the Graduate School of Development Policy & Practice, University of Cape 

Town and Professor of International Development at SAIS, Johns Hopkins University, Washington D.C.  
2
  See e.g. Draft ECD Policy March 2015, GRSA DSD, Gazette No.38558 
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A DSD registration, without a subsidy, puts ECD centers in poor communities in a Catch 22: 
It improves the care and learning by capping the number of children at a center; but if the 
subsidy can not be accessed, then the ECD center struggles to be financially viable. Even 
more so, as registration comes with some added costs.3 
 
 
I: The Economics of a Township ECD Center 
 
ABC Educare is a mid-size ECD center run by its female owner and principal out of her 
home. She is fulfilling a dream of providing a safe place and learning to poor children – 
providing them with opportunities she never had. The center serves children ranging in 
age from infants to six-year-olds cared for by a total staff of six.  In 2012, the principal 
volunteered her center with Starting Chance - a project committed to the physical upgrade 
of shack preschools, as well as staff training and development, to help ECD providers 
qualify for DSD subsidies. Among many things, ABC Educare was in desperate need for a 
new building. 
 
As of February 2015, ABC Educare operates out of new premises dimensioned for a 
regulated maximum of 55 children4.  But the center’s budget shows that it cannot cover its 
basic costs by fees alone serving only 55 children. Exhibit 1 summarizes the economics of 
the center. Annex A provides further detail. The implications of the data are stark.   
 

Exhibit 1. 
ABC Educare ECD Center 

EST. ANNUAL FEE REVENUE & OPERATING EXPENSES 
Max no. of children: 55  

 
MAXIMUM FEE REVENUE  
Monthly Fees (55 x R220-275 x 10)5                                          R137,500                                                                     
TOTAL                                                                                                                           R137,500 
 
OPERATING EXPENSES  
Human Resources                                                                             R95,400 
Food & Groceries                                                                             R35,600                                                                                  
Other expenses                                                                     R32,400 
TOTAL                                                                                                                            R163,400                                                    
 
Minimum Annual Loss                                                                                          (R25,900) 
                                                                                                                                            

                                                 
3
 E.g. some municipal Fire and Health regulations imposes added costs on ECD providers.  

4
 The maximum number of children per center is based on a set number of inside and outside square meters/child  

5
 Assumes all families pay full fee amount for full 10 months – a rare case in poor townships 
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Consider first revenues from fees.  Serving a poor community, ABC Educare cannot set fees 
that cover costs, in spite of offering a new building and trained teachers. Centers are part of 
the local ECD Forum where they together agree upon fee levels, although providers, in 
principle, can decide to charge more. But the reality is that most families cannot afford to 
pay more. In fact, centers struggle to collect their monthly fees as families are late in paying 
or have difficulty paying at all. Many pay for care through their social grants.  The 
estimated fee revenue for ABC Educare in Exhibit 1 is the maximum possible with all 
families paying full fees for the full 10 months. In truth, only about 50% of families 
pay for the 10th month when they can find cheaper babysitting at home. 
 
If ABC Educare wanted to break even with fee revenue alone, it would have to 
increase the number of children provided for by 10 (+18%). If, beyond that, it 
desired to build in safeguards against contingencies, it would take on even more 
children.  
 
Turning to expenses, ABC Educare operates at rock bottom costs paying for bare essentials 
only: staff, food, water & electricity, phone and transportation. The school doubles as a 
residence keeping the owner/principal’s cost of living down. Salaries are low: the 
owner/principal takes out R2,000 per month when she can. Teachers are paid R1,200 per 
month, and assistants R1,000. All salaries are well below the minimum needed to lift a 
household out of poverty.  
 
Other costs also are only for a bare minimum. Food is more often than not a starch-rich diet 
without much fruit or vegetables. The children eat breakfast and lunch during their long 
days (up to twelve hours) at the center. Families are responsible for sending two snacks 
per day, but the children do not always arrive with any.  
 
ABC Educare does scrape by: its owner/principal plows down her own earnings into her 
school, and receives some supplementary income through donations. Some are collected 
from families. Others are part of the time-limited Starting Chance project that links the 
center to other resources. But neither of these sources can assure the center’s long-term 
operational sustainability.6 
 
This bleak economic picture of running an ECD center in a poor community is supported by 
other research. Interviews with 61 ECD providers in three provinces (including the 
Western Cape), revealed that  
“The reality is that most ECD centers generate very little income for the individuals who run 
them. In some instances running a centre may even deplete household income.”7 

                                                 
6
 Large centers that keep the numbers of children close to regulated numbers may be able to solve the problem of 

the revenue shortfall differently. They may even be able to charge a higher fee skimming a thin better-off township 

market. They may be able to generate a rental income for the use of premises during non-school hours; or receive 

revenue from a lucrative side business like transport. They may also be better networked, do more lucrative 

fundraisers and receive more donations.  
7
  “Government Funding for Early Childhood Development: Can those who need it get it?”, S. Giese et al, DG 

Murray Trust, 2011, p. 9 
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The sole sustainable solution to the dilemma of providing quality ECD care to poor urban 
communities is to make public subsidies available.  
 
 
II: Government Regulation of, and Subsidies for, ECD Centers 
 

In South Africa, a long line of policy initiatives and legislation8 has advocated for the 
development of a strong and effective national comprehensive ECD system. The Children’s 
Act 38 of 2005, in particular, spells out “children’s constitutional and international rights to 
care, protection and social services”.9 In a first effort to protect children’s rights, DSD has 
made registration drives to ensure that ECD providers comply with stringent norms and 
standards both at the provincial and municipal level.  As of 2010, all ECD centers were 
legally mandated to register with the DSD. In practice, many centers remain unregistered.  
 
All registered centers potentially have access to subsidies. There are subsidies both for   
Grade R instruction to 5-6 year olds,10 and for registered ECD centers that serve children 
age 0-4.  (Some ECD centers, including ABC Educare, serve both groups.)  In this paper, our 
focus is on the DSD registration and subsidy application process, as this is the most 
important task to tackle for most ECD centers. The current policy guideline in the Western 
Cape is to provide a subsidy of R15 per day per child in a registered center – but there is no 
commitment that the subsidy will indeed be provided.11 
 

Exhibit 2. 
South Africa: Children Age 0-4 in DSD Registered and Subsidized ECD Centers 2013/14 

 
 
Est. 
Total  
ECD 
Ctrs12 

 
No. of  
Registered 
ECD Ctrs 

 
% Reg. 

 
No. of 
Subsidized 
ECD Ctrs 

 
% Sub. 
of Reg. 

 
No. of 
Children  
in Est. 
Total ECD 
Ctrs 

 
No. of 
Children 
In Sub. 
ECD Ctrs 

 
% of 
Children 
in Sub. 
ECD Ctrs 

 
Avg. 
No. of 
Children 
Per Sub. 
ECD Ctr 
 

 
16,466 

 

 
7,574 

 
46% 

 
  6,810 

 
90% 

 
1,096,441 
 
21% of 
all SA 0-4 
children 

 
435,252 

 
  40% 

 
   64 

                                                 
8
 E.g. White Paper on Social Welfare (1997), White Paper 5 on Early Childhood Development (2001), the 

Children’s Act No. 38 of 2005, and the South African Integrated Programme of Action for Early Childhood 

Development (2013-2018) 
9
 Provincial Budgets And Expenditure Review (PBER) 2010/11-2016/17, p. 94 

10
 There is a major national educational goal with financial backing to enroll all eligible South African youngsters in 

Grade R either at a public or a community-based independent school. ECD centers can qualify as independent 

schools if they meet requirements. 
11

  Julinda Kruger, DSD, Western Cape Govt, email to Starting Chance.; “Business Plan for ECD Funding” 
12

 Total number estimated based on national audit 2013/14, PBER, p. 96 
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Source: Provincial Budgets and Expenditures Review (PBER), 2010/11-2016/17 p.  96 

 
As seen in Exhibit 2, there were 7,600 registered centers nationwide in 2013/14.  Further, 
almost all registered centers were subsidized. Even so, in aggregate less than half a million 
children, ages 0-4, were estimated to benefit from subsidized ECD center care (Exhibit 2), 
less than 1 in 10 of the total number of children in the age cohort.13   
 
The majority of the centers identified in Exhibit 2 as receiving subsidies were in rural 
areas14 - one area of vulnerable children. But since 2013/14, there has been major DSD 
registration drives in urban areas like the townships of Cape Town. Reaching out to the 
high density areas of the urban poor, where one source of women entrepreneurship is 
devoted to taking care of and teaching children, brings the magnitude of ECD center 
registration and subsidy to a whole new level.  
 

A 2014 audit of ECD centers in the Western Cape showed that 46% of centers were not yet 

registered
15

. The provincial DSD and the City of Cape Town have joined forces to try to upgrade 

ECD care and education in poor communities. Concerted efforts to increase registration include 

employment of facilitators in the townships to help unregistered ECD centers. A major 

registration drive in 2015 resulted in close to 200 new centers being registered
16

. The DSD of the 

Western Cape has allocated R294 million to registered ECD centers but it is not clear how much 

of that would be available for operating subsidies.
17

 The City of Cape Town is involved in a 

major initiative to build and equip ECD centers in poor communities
18

 This paper proceeds on 

the assumption that all registered ECD centers in the Western Cape potentially could receive the 

ECD subsidy. (It must be noted, though, that the subsidy application package of the DSD of the 

Western Cape clearly spells out that no money may be available even if applicants meet 

requirements.)   

 

A subsidy would be instrumental to make quality care and learning sustainable at ABC 
Educare. At existing level and structure of the DSD subsidy, ABC Educare’s revenues 
would double (Exhibit 3). Half of the subsidy would go toward food and nutrition, 
allowing the center to better feed the youngsters in its care. But it would also be able to pay 
better staff salaries making it easier to hold on to good teachers and assistants. 
Administrative costs would rise, but overall a DSD subsidy would substantially improve the 
children’s care and learning, while helping to make ABC Educare financially viable.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
13

 South Africa Population 2013 Estimates, Age 0-4:  5,292,512 (2014 Overview of Provincial Revenue and 

Expenditures – Western Cape, p. 17) 
14

 PBER 20101/11-2016/17, p. 96 
15

 RSA DSD, Media Advisory May 25, 2015 
16

 “Child Protection is Everybody’s Business”, Media Release, City of Cape Town, May 31 2015 
17

 Western Cape DSD, Media Statement, May 31, 2015 
18

 “City and partners open new ECD center in Fisantekraal”, Media Release, City of Cape Town, Feb 16, 2015 
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Exhibit 3. 
ABC Educare: Estimated Revenue From Fees and DSD Subsidy19  

 
REVENUES 
Fees       (all 55 children)                                                                        R137,500 
Subsidy (ages 0-4): R15/day x 264 days x 35 children                R138,600 
TOTAL                                                                                                                                             R276,100 
 
Note:  The subsidy is to be allocated as follows: Food 50% (R69,300); Salaries 30% 
(R41,580);  Administration 20% (R27,720) 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
3. Desperately Seeking Subsidies – A Registration & Subsidy Application Saga 
 
Unregistered ECD centers often are reluctant to pursue registration – both because of the 
risks entailed of losing control over their business, and because the process is perceived to 
be a bureaucratic nightmare.  The Principal of ABC Educare, however, has been willing, 
within the purview of Starting Chance, to pursue the long rocky road toward registration 
and, a potential, subsidy.   
 
This section describes the experience of ABC Educare in navigating the bureaucracy – from 
the initial steps required to upgrade the building, through to the final stage (not yet 
completed) of applying for the DSD subsidy.  Exhibit 4 summarizes the documentation  
needed for each step, and the time taken for application and processing. Annexes B-E 
provide details for each step.  
 
Key challenges for each of the four broad steps highlighted in Exhibit 4 included the 
following: 

 NPO registration: Complexity and cost of preparing documents necessary for 
application; risk of de-registration  (see Annex B for further details.) 

 Land use and building permits. Re-zoning was a lengthy process with bureaucratic 
hurdles. Building approval involved multiple stakeholders that due to its complexity 
delayed the process. Strong external advocacy with municipal officials was required 
to navigate and move the process forward. (see Annex C for further details.) 

 DSD registration: Cumbersome application process that required external help. 
Obtaining supporting documents like Fire Safety and Health Certificates constituted 
significant roadblocks that were resolved seemingly only through external 
advocacy. Processing of registration application is pending.  (see Annex D for further 
details.) 

                                                 
19

  Present rate per child and percentage allocation to budget line items 
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 DSD funding application Cannot be submitted until DSD registration obtained. 4-6 
months of additional processing time with an uncertain outcome.  (see Annex E for 
further details.) 

 
Exhibit 4. 

ABC Educare Center: Seeking DSD Subsidy   
Documents Required And Time Used for Application & Processing (With External Support) 

 
 

REQUIRED DOCUMENTS 
 

APPROVING 
OFFICE 

 
APPLICATION+PROCESSING 

TIME 
1. NON-PROFIT ORGANISATION 

CERTIFICATE 
- Constitution 
- Business Plan 
- Financial Statement 

 
NPO Directorate, 

Pretoria 

 
2012: 4-5 months 

2. ZONING PERMIT 
 

Planning & 
Building Dev 

Mngmt 
City of Cape 

Town 

Feb-July, 2014: 
6 months 

3. BUILDING PLAN APPROVAL Planning & Bldg 
Dev Mngmt 
City of Cape 

Town 

March-Sep, 2014: 
7 months 

4. DSD REGISTRATION 
 

- Staff Clearance 
- Fire Safety Certificate 
- Health & Food Prep. Certificates 

DSD/Western 
Cape 

(DSD/Pretoria 
City of Cape 

Town) 

 Application time: 
March –June, 2015 

4 months 
Processing time: 

6+  months 
5. DSD SUBSIDY APPLICATION 
- Budget 
- Financial Statement 
- Bank Account 
- Mngmt Structure 

 
DSD/Western 

Cape 

DSD Registration must be 
received before applying 

 
Processing time: 4-6 months 
 

6. IF APPROVED:  
Supplier Reg., Claim Process 

DSD/Western 
Cape 

Application & Processing 
times?  

 
 
The subsidy-seeking experience of ABC Educare suggests that it could not have been 
achieved without extensive external support due to complexity and a strong need for 
advocacy.  Still, ABC Educare has to be prepared to muddle through a wait period between 
registration application submission and a DSD subsidy decision of a full year. And if, at the 
end, a subsidy would be granted, there would still be more bureaucratic hurdles to navigate 
and more time lapsing before money would actually flow.  
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 4. Concluding Remarks 
 
The story of ABC Educare is not unique, and government at all three levels is aware of many 
of the problems of early childhood care and education centers in poor communities.20 
These problems include the Catch 22 of registration that caps the number of children 
served by a center, but leaves non-subsidized ECD providers struggling for financial 
viability. Given current regulations, it is highly unlikely that ABC Educare would have 
decided to pursue a DSD subsidy without the support of Starting Chance – the barriers 
appear just too big and many.  Policy changes and attempts at new ways of doing things are 
in the wings as the necessity of improving ECD services more broadly is taking center 
national stage.  
 
It is likely that subsidies for early childhood care and eduaction will increase in the years to 
come, but the competition for these resources is also likely to grow21.  
 
This paper raises several questions:  
What role should centers like ABC Educare – a non-governmental, not-for-profit, 
entrepreneurial and female-run entity – play in the scaling up of township ECD 
services? What streamlining of registration and subsidy application processes can be 
done to incentivize their participation in expanding quality care and education to 
children in poor areas?? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
20

  Draft ECD Policy March 2015, Gazette No.38558, GRSA DSD 
21

  Service-delivery models will likely include “child-minders” (<6 children) , community playgroups, as well as 

small private and large public early children centers, that will all jostle for funding. 
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ANNEX A:  EXHIBIT 1. DETAILS 

 
 

 
ABC EDUCARE ECD CENTER 

EST. ANNUAL FEE REVENUES & OPERATING EXPENSES 

 

Max no. of children: 55  

 
 

 

 

FEE REVENUE  

Maximum Monthly Fees (R220-275 x 10 months)
22

                   R137,500                                                                       

 

TOTAL FEE REVENUE                                                                                            R137,500 

 
 

 

OPERATING EXPENSES  

Human Resources 
23

                                                                     R95,400 

Food & Groceries                                                                         R35,600                                                                                  

Learning Supplies, Toys                                                                 R2,000 

Municipal Services                                                                         R9,600 

Phone                                                                                              R6,000 

Staff Transportation                                                                        R7,000                                                                                         

Buildings and Grounds                                                                   R6,000 

Miscellaneous admin expenses                                                       R1,800 

 

TOTAL EXPENSES                                                                                                    R163,400                                                     

 

 

 

MINIMUM ANNUAL LOSS                                                                                    (R25,900)    

                                                                                                                                        

 
 

                                                 
22

 Assumes all families will pay full fees for full 10 months – a rare occurrence in poor townships.  
23

 Principal salary  (R2,000/month x 12 mos)            R24,000 

     Teacher salary  (R1,200/mo x  11 mos) x2            R26,400 

     Assistant salary  (R1,000/mo x 11 mos) x3           R33,000 

      Cleaner  (R1,000/mo x 11 mos)                             R11,000  

      UIF                                                                                     R1,000 
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ANNEX B: NPO CERTIFICATION 
 
ECD centers must have Non-Profit Organization (NPO) status in order to apply for the DSD 
subsidy.24  ABC Educare applied for and received this status already in 2012. The 
application to the NPO Directorate in Pretoria was free but was cumbersome for the 
Principal to put together, as it required formal constitution document, a financial statement 
and a business plan She. says that she paid about “R1,000”  for help to put the documents 
together for ABC Educare . As it turns out, these are documents that are critical also for the 
DSD subsidy application.  
 
The NPO processing time is estimated to about two months. It took ABC Educare some 4-5 
months in total from gathering the documents to the reception of the certificate. 
 
Now, in 2015, however, ABC Educare worries about retaining its NPO status. The NPO 
Directorate in Pretoria requires annual financial statements to be submitted, and the 
Principal has not filed any statements or reports, as she simply has not had them available. 
 
Starting Chance is working closely with ABC Educare and one of her young teachers to do 
basic book-keeping, and help them learn how to develop monthly reports. This, it is hoped, 
will help them to put together a statement for the NPO Directorate to avoid a letter of “de-
registration” due to non-compliance. This is something that has happened to many other 
NPOs.25 
 

 
ANNEX C: RE-ZONING AND APPROVAL OF BUILDING PLANS  

 
The Starting Chance project is committed to the upgrade of shack ECD centers, such as ABC 
Educare so they can meet the requirements set down by DSD to apply for subsidies.  
 
ABC Educare was the first ECD center to be chosen. It was ravaged by winter rains in 2013 
resulting in bad leaks, shocking damp and poor conditions. The children became sick and it 
was critical to address the problem. The project to upgrade the building was started in June 
2013 using a phased approach.  
 

                                                 
24  “Government funding for ECD: Can those who need it get it?”, S. Giese et al, DG Murray Trust, 2011, p. 48 
25  Deregistration of NPOs – what you need to know, DSD January 2013 “According to well-known consultant to 
the sector, Ann Bown, 36 513 organisations have been de-registered, 35 217 are on a warning (non-compliant) 
while only 29 019 are in good standing (registered), out of the approximately 85 000 registered on the NPO 
Directorate database. “  
 

 

http://www.ngopulse.org/article/no-time-complacency-2013-get-your-fundraising-act-together
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Phase I. Selection and Preparation, was devoted to fundraising and identifying an architect 
for the project, and included a visit by the City of Cape Town and DSD of the Western Cape 
to seek advice on requirements, standards to ensure that the building would meet all 
requirements.  This phase was concluded by December 2013.  
 
Phase II. began in early 2014, with planning and preparation for the new center that 
included seeking rezoning permit and permission to build. The hope was to be able to 
rebuild ABC Educare in May 2014 before the winter rains would settle in.  
 
 
 Re-Zoning Permit 

 
February 2014: The process of applying for rezoning started. The land owned by the 
principal of ABC Educare needed to be rezoned from residential only to “residential and 
business”. In April 2014, nothing had moved: “We have hit a snag with land use regarding 
numbers of children allowed at ABC Educare”.  – Manager of Starting Chance  
 
May 2014: Starting Chance worked with the Land Use officials of City of Cape Town who 
suggested a different tack to move the permit along: an application for “consent use”. The 
new application was filed in May. July 2014: Application for “Consent Use” is approved. It 
had taken 6 months.  
       
 
Approval of Building Plans 

 

But it is the approval for building plans that proved to cause significant delay as it has to be 
cleared by several different stakeholders.  

March 2014, the process got started by a submission of building plans to Land Use at the 
City’s Building & Planning Department.  

In mid-May, a new floor plan needed to be submitted following receipt of initial comments 
on the plans by Land Use with required modifications.  

By June 2014, Land Use was still waiting for documents from the Planning Department. 
Until plans are approved by Land Use, they can’t be submitted to Council for final 
permission to build.  

“ N. /Principal, ABC Educare/ remains positive and hopeful, we continue to pray.”  
- Manager of Starting Chance  

Early July 2014, with winter rains falling, the situation at the center becomes desperate: 
“The school is flooded again and the kids are now down to 10. N. had a meeting with her 
parents asking them to stay with her and pay their school fees but this has not really helped. 
She now has 2 crises: She needs to pay her staff to ensure she keeps them and she can’t as she 
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hasn’t got the school fees; She needs to find a new premises for her children as soon as she 
can.” – Manager of Starting Chance  

But then the re-zoning permit comes through, and hope builds for a quick resolution. 
Starting Chance can now employ a “walker” who is to take the plans through Council. “We 
are awaiting his feedback and hope that it will happen this week.” – Manager of Starting 
Chance . 
 
But no such luck, and still, there is the local community to meet with.  
 
The Council sent letters to the neighbors of ABC Educare, and where they were given a 
three-week window to respond to the plan for the new center.  
 
July 2014: “We have met with the councilor and he has insisted that we meet with his 
Development Forum before we meet with N.’s neighbours. They scheduled a meeting last week 
with us and cancelled at the last minute. They rescheduled this week and cancelled again 
today but have promised we can have it tomorrow so we will see what happens. We are really 
at his beck and call.. We have a letter from City now endorsing the project which we hope will 
lend some weight when we meet with the Development Forum but other than that no 
support.”  “This is a monumental battle!”  - Manager of Starting Chance  

August 2014: Submission of building plans to Council. Meetings with local ward councilor 
township forum. 

September 2014: Council gives a go-ahead of building plans. It had taken 7 months. 
 
October 2014:  “The building is coming on well. The foundations are in and the walls are 
appearing which is a good sign! The Granbuild team (our partners in construction) is doing 
really well with the community and all is on track for the building to be complete by 
4th December barring any unforeseen problems. N. is over the moon and already she is getting 
lots of enquiries for children joining her school for next year which is excellent. Her entire 
family is coming down for the opening and it promises to be a wonderful event!”  
– Manager of Starting Chance  
 
December 4, 2014: Half a year delayed, and after a struggle for survival during a difficult 
winter, the new ABC Educare ECD center is inaugurated! 
 
 

ANNEX D: DSD REGISTRATION 
 

ABC Educare’s registration application was initiated in early March 2015 with the help of 

volunteer who was assigned exclusively to this task. In spite of reaching out to and 

receiving some help from an NGO registration facilitator in a neighboring township, the 

paperwork was daunting. There are two different application forms, written in formal 

English, and the need for supporting documents that must be obtained from several 
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different government offices. They were a challenge for the Principal of ABC Educare who 

in addition to time, also lacks easy access to internet, printing, photocopying, and her own 

transportation.  

But particularly difficult to the application experience of ABC Educare, bringing a 

screeching halt to the process, were the collection of vital supportive documents.  These 

formidable roadblocks might not have been overcome had ABC Educare not had access to 

external assistance and advocacy. 

 

Roadblock #1: Staff Clearance by the National Child Protection Register 

One frustrating roadblock was the requirement for prior clearance of staff by the Child 

Protection Register in Pretoria. ECD providers must submit a Form 29 for each staff 

member, and each staff member has to submit the personal Form 30, all along with copies 

of identification, to obtain clearance from the register. 26  

The Principal of ABC Educare and her five female staff filled out the forms and had their id 

documents photocopied, and Starting Chance helped with the express mailing to Pretoria. 

The forms were delivered to DSD in early March. Two months later, no acknowledgement 

or reply had been received in spite of several email inquiries.   

In the case of ABC Educare, outside help was needed to help solve this problem. Starting 

Chance staff inquired directly with provincial DSD officials who told ABC Educare to submit 

the registration application with copies of the forms sent to the Child Protection Register, 

and they would handle it. A roadblock that turned out to have a simple solution – but how 

will ECD providers know? 

 

Roadblock #2: City Fire Safety Certificate  

In February 2015, the Principal of ABC Educare reached out and managed to obtain the 

proper Fire Inspection Request Form from a helpful registration facilitator. Then she got 

help from Starting Chance to scan and email the form to the local Fire Department as 

instructed, along with her re-zoning permit (she is herself not connected to Internet, 

although services can be obtained in the township). Two months went by without any 

acknowledgement from the Fire Department in spite several follow-up emails and phone 

                                                 
26

  Department of Social Development of the Western Cape, ECD Standard Operating Procedure Manual, Annexure 

F p. 37-39 
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calls. The only result was a frustrated question: What must a township ECD provider do to 

get the Fire Department to inspect its premises? 

In this case, outside help was necessary.  Again. Advocates for ABC Educare contacted 

officials in city government as well as the head of the local Fire Department.  The result was 

an immediate inspection, and a near-clearance: an outside door had to be changed to meet 

regulations in spite of building specifications earlier having been approved. A fire safety 

certificate was finally provided in mid-June 2015.  

All expenditures incurred for fire safety: inspection, building accommodations and 

expensive signage, were covered by Starting Chance. The costs of meeting safety 

regulations27 are substantial to township ECD providers on a tight budget. 

 

Roadblock #3:  City Health & Food Preparation Certificate 

ABC Educare was informed by the City’s Health Department that this inspection could not 

take place before the fire inspection was complete. Hence, it was a waiting game. But once 

the fire inspection had been undertaken (early May 2015), still nothing happened raising 

the question: What must an ECD provider do to get a health inspection of premises? 

In the case of ABC Educare, outside help was necessary. The Manager of Starting Chance 

contacted a city official who inquired with the Health Department. To her surprise, she 

learned that there seemed to be documents missing from the ABC Educare file. No 

information on the need for supporting documents  (re-zoning permit and approved 

building plans) had earlier been communicated. The Manager was further informed that it 

was the responsibility of the ECD center to provide them, but the problem was that nobody 

but the Health Department, knew any documents were missing!  Once this information was 

known, however, the documents were attached in emails, and the health inspection 

scheduled.  A Health Certificate was obtained in mid-June 2015.  

                                                 
24   In addition to having approved building plans, ECD centers must comply with fire safety regulations 

requirements such as: 

 Where the population exceeds 25 persons, an alternate means of escape (open in direction of emergency travel) is 

to be provided.  

 Only approved locking devices (push bar panic bolt) are permitted on emergency escape doors.  

 Fire extinguishers (1 x 4,5kg per 200 square meters) are to be provided.  

 Fire hose reels for where the floor area exceeds 250 square m or the building exceeds a single story in height.  

 Escapes and fire fighting equipment are to be identified by SANS1186/5 approved symbolic safety signage.  

 All fire points are to be kept clear at all times.  

 Fire blanket may be called for in kitchen should food preparation/cooking take place.  

 Emergency action plan is to be formulated (written document) and tested once every 6 months.  

City of Cape Town, Draft ECD Policy, 2013, Annexure 4 p. 27 
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DSD Registration Application Submitted 

June 26, 2015: After five months of intense work and roadblocks, ABC Educare’s application 

for DSD registration could finally be submitted. Extensive external support and advocacy 

by Starting Chance were critical for making this happen. There was some assistance sought 

and received by a township-based DSD registration facilitator. 

Approval by December 2015? An official at DSD of the Western Cape estimates registration 
application processing time to be at least 6 months (email to Starting Chance Manager, June 
29, 2015). 
  

NOTE ADDED: The DSD Registration was processed in mid-September 2015. 

However, no information was provided to ABC Educare about its registration status 

until November 4, when the registration document was hand-delivered to the school.  

The actual processing time was three months, but the real time from ABC Educare’s 

perspective was close to five months! 

 

ANNEX E: DSD SUBSIDY APPLICATION 

March 2015: Work got started on the twenty-seven pages long application packet.  The 

hope was that it could be submitted along with the registration application. However, an 

email query by Starting Chance with the provincial DSD revealed that an ECD provider 

must wait for DSD registration approval before filing for subsidy.  

But the work on the application proceeded as it would take time to complete and collect 

supporting documents. The most challenging task for Little Stars was to get a better sense 

of revenues and costs, including writing up a formal financial statement and do a three-

year budget. Books were set up and staff trained by a Starting Chance volunteer.  

Another sticking point was to identify qualifying children 0-4 whose parent, patents or 

guardians earn less than R3,000 per month. The Principal of ABC Educare could do this 

easily – all families are residents of the township and all qualified, but if she needed 

supporting documentation, could they be obtained? 

June 2015: Would DSD of the Western Cape issue a call for subsidy applications like it had 

done in June 2014? ECD providers then had six weeks to complete and submit an 

application. ABC Educare did not want to be in a situation of not being ready.  Again, an 
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informal inquiry by Starting Chance of a DSD official provided a clarification: ABC Educare’s 

subsidy application could be submitted at any time during the year.   

January 2016? ABC Educare would want to submit the subsidy application immediately 

upon receiving DSD registration as the subsidy application processing time is 4- 6 months - 

with no guarantee of a subsidy.  

June 2016? If ABC Educare were to qualify for a subsidy at this time, another round of forms 

and processes must be completed in a timely manner.  Realistically, the ECD center may 

only be able to register as DSD provider for the 2017 school year. 

 


