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Expanding early childhood development services: 
Labour market challenges

Miriam Altman

abstract

This article outlines some of the challenges in rapidly expanding early childhood development (ECD) service delivery in a way 

that meets acceptable quality standards and that generates sustainable employment, based on findings from the “Scaling up 

ECD (0-4)” programme at the HSRC. It reviews the service delivery gap, outlines government’s emerging ECD programme, 

links this to its potential contribution to job creation, and then identifies some of the challenges in linking sustained ECD service 

and employment expansion. 

ECD for children under the age of five is a major service delivery gap. Government has recently adopted targets to reach 

three million children by 2010. Since it is inherently labour intensive, the rapid scaling up of services will create large numbers 

of jobs, potentially up to 325 000. This can contribute substantially to reducing unemployment, especially for women, in a 

way that is geographically dispersed. However, to meet its service delivery targets, it will be necessary to generate more 

sustainable sources of income for ECD sites and expand commitment to human resource development.  

keywords
early childhood development, care work, unpaid labour, labour market, wages

Introduction

The author, at the HSRC, led a project to 

investigate approaches to rapidly scaling up jobs 

in community care, especially focusing on early 

childhood development (ECD) services for children 

under the age of five.  This project focus is based 

on analysis done in 2004 which showed that ECD 

(0-4) had great potential for employment creation: 

it was estimated that up to 325 000 workers 

would be needed in any one year by 2010/11 to 

achieve stated child development service targets. 

These opportunities tend to have a gender bias, 

and are geographically dispersed, so are well 

suited to addressing women’s unemployment. 

There is an added dimension which relates to 

the undervaluation of 'women’s work'. By making 

the value of this work explicit, it is possible to 

generate a link between volunteer care, domestic 

work, and the labour market. This enables women 

who are often in marginalised situations to enter 
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quality ECD (0-4) services”.  This project produced 

the following papers:

• Early Childhood Development policy and 

child profile (0-4 year olds) in South Africa: a 

summary of policies and services.

• Review of current Early Childhood Development 

service delivery in South Africa, including a 

government indicators and monitoring system, 

education and training in the ECD sector, 

current delivery models, and the approach of 

government budgeting towards ECD. 

• Innovations to inform improved Early Childhood 

Development outcomes, scaling and job 

creation.  

• Identification of potential innovations that 

could be tested to rapidly scale-up quality ECD 

(0-4) services.

• A review of income and expenditure in 21 ECD 

sites in the Western Cape.

The methodologies used for this research 

project involved a combination of desktop reviews, 

interviews, and case-studies. The HSRC research 

was closely aligned with the elements of the National 

Integrated Plan (NIP) for ECD (0–4) and EPWP. The 

NIP for ECD outlines a package of services including 

centre-based, home and community programmes. 

The EPWP is a vehicle for creating jobs and career 

paths for low-skill workers in the social sector.

In addition, the HSRC completed an evaluation 

of phase one of the EPWP (HSRC 2008). The 

author prepared inputs in respect of labour market 

alignment (Altman 2008a) and special insights 

generated through the evaluation on the delivery of 

Social Sector EPWP are reflected in this article.

The need for ECD for children 

under age five in South Africa

The primary objective of scaling up ECD (0-4) 

services is to fill a gap in support to young children. 

As this service is inherently labour-intensive, its 

expansion would create employment.  

It is estimated that there are approximately 

a labour market continuum that links into training 

and a potential job-ladder. 

However, the approach to pay and job-ladders 

is still a matter of debate. In part, ECD (0-4) 

is connected to the Government’s Expanded 

Public Works Programme (EPWP). Inherently, 

public works programmes are aimed at creating 

opportunities for the most marginalised, and 

therefore pay below-market wages so as to 

not attract people away from market-based 

jobs. However, ECD (0-4) services for poor and 

vulnerable children are aimed at highly vulnerable 

groups who need proper attention and care, with 

the aim of putting them on as close a footing as 

possible to their resourced counterparts. This is 

laid out in the government’s National Integrated 

Plan for ECD (NIP 2005). The scale of service 

required means that larger numbers of providers 

need to be attracted into the service. This requires 

a different approach to wage setting. 

This article outlines some of the challenges 

in rapidly expanding ECD service delivery in a 

way that meets acceptable quality standards and 

that generates sustainable employment, based on 

findings from the “Scaling up ECD (0-4)” programme 

at the HSRC. It reviews the service delivery gap, 

outlines government’s emerging ECD programme, 

links this to its potential contribution to job creation, 

and then identifies some of the challenges in linking 

sustained ECD service and employment expansion. 

In this article, “ECD” refers to early childhood 

services aimed at children below the age of five. 

This is distinct from what has become known as 

“Grade R” in South Africa, or in other countries 

what would be a kindergarten entry level to primary 

school. “ECD workers” refer to people who take 

care of children – whether voluntarily or for pay – or 

who offer support services to caretakers of young 

children. It does not refer to parenting activities. 

Research used for this article

The HSRC has recently completed a series of 

papers aimed at supporting the “Scaling up of 
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over two-thirds of these children living in poverty 

and exposed to conditions which threaten their 

development. 

Current data indicates that two-thirds of young 

children live in poverty1. Nutritional status is correlated 

with poverty. In 1999, a quarter of children under 

three years were reported to be stunted. By the time 

they reach school, the development of a significant 

number of South African children is already severely 

compromised. This impacts on their capacity to 

benefit from education.

At 57.6 per 1 000, children under five have 

the highest mortality rate in the South African 

population. Over a quarter of child deaths are due 

to diseases related to poor living conditions.

HIV/AIDS is the major driver of child mortality 

today. An estimated 3.7% of children 0-4 years are 

HIV+ Few HIV+ infants, including those who were 

part of PMTCT programmes, are on Anti Retroviral 

Therapy and many die during their first year. 

Definitions and measures of disability vary 

considerably but it is estimated that about 3% of 

children aged 0-4 years (about 155 000 children) 

have a moderate to severe disability and need 

extra services.

While there are relatively few children under the 

age of four who are orphaned (2%) and only 0.2% live 

in child-headed households, many live in situations in 

which caregiving may be compromised. This includes 

being in the care of elderly carers or born to teen 

mothers, or living with caregivers who are exposed to 

a combination of stress factors that may compromise 

their ability to provide adequately for their young 

children’s emotional and intellectual development.

For example, maternal depression is very 

high and about a third of women of child-

bearing age are HIV positive. For many of these 

factors there is unevenness across provinces,

with children in rural areas generally being worst 

off.

Government ECD programmes

There is growing government commitment to 

expanding quality early childhood development 

services aimed at vulnerable children under the age 

of five (ECD 0-4). This commitment mainly arises 

in recognition of key service delivery gaps. These 

gaps must be addressed to improve the chances 

of children from poor households to participate 

meaningfully and achieve their potential. 

The past 12 years have seen the ongoing 

development of new policies and programmes 

aimed at promoting the rights of young children, 

including free primary health care and social 

grants, and phasing in of a reception year (“Grade 

R”) of schooling from 2001. 

In May 2004, policy development for younger 

children (0-4 years) moved forward when cabinet 

mandated the social sector cluster of departments 

(social development, health and education) 

to develop an integrated plan for ECD. Political 

commitment for the expansion of ECD services 

has been demonstrated by increased budgetary 

provision and inclusion in high-profile programmes, 

such as the EPWP. Expanding ECD services for 

poor and vulnerable children has been identified 

as a top government priority, announced by the 

President in his State of the Nation address in 

February 2008. 

The National Integrated Plan (NIP) for Early 

Childhood Development was published in 2005, 

and aims to bring greater synergy and coordination 

to the range of government programmes aimed at 

young children (NIP, 2005).  

The NIP (2005) prioritises services to young 

children that are vulnerable as a result of poverty, 

being infected or affected by HIV/AIDS or other 

disabilities or incurable diseases, orphaning, 

living in child-headed households and/or living in 

'dysfunctional’ families.

Current data indicates that two-thirds of 

young children live in poverty
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Many South African children live in situations in which 
caregiving is compromised.
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The NIP for ECD targeted 2.5-3 million poor 

and vulnerable children. The first phase targeted 

the one million children in the existing services of 

the Department of Social Development (DSD) and 

the Department of Education (DoE), to consolidate 

the services. Through an annual cumulative 

targeted expansion process, universal coverage 

of approximately five million children was targeted 

for 2010 (NIP 2005).

Early childhood is the period during which 

the platform for later health and development is 

established. The NIP for ECD stresses the importance 

of integrating basic services aimed at improving child 

care, stimulation, health and nutrition, and water 

and sanitation. Interventions were intended through 

centre-based services, support to communities and 

parenting support. ECD services expansion refers to 

raising the number of service recipients, expanding 

the range of services offered, and improving the 

quality or intensity of services provided. An important 

element of Government’s direct involvement in ECD 

has been to provide a subsidy to qualifying sites that 

register on its database. 

Indirectly, the Child Support Grant (CSG) has 

been an important source of funding to sites. The 

HSRC project found that sites do expect recipients 

of the CSG to pay for services. In a number of 

cases, we found that sites would keep children 

from poor households even if payment was not 

received, but did expect those guardians to pay 

once the CSG arrived (Carter et al, 2008).

The aim of the NIP was to support existing 

centres, but to primarily offer support to home-

based care.  However, funding norms for DSD 

subsidies currently provide only for ECD centres. 

The level of government funding of ECD services 

(delivered at centres, to community groups and 

in homes) is extremely limited. In practice, the 

subsidies offered by provinces ranged from R5.20 

in the Free State to R11.00 in Gauteng in 2007/8 

(Streak and Norushe, 2008) despite funding 

guidelines of R9 per child per day.

Service access information indicates 

improvements in recent years: in birth registrations 

(from 25% in 1998 to 72% in 2005); access to 

maternal and child health care (immunisation 

coverage increased from 63% in 1998 to over 

90% in 2005); and 76% of Primary Health Facilities 

implement  (over 90% of births in a health facility). 

Eighty-six percent of 0-4 year-olds estimated to be 

eligible receive CSG. Per capita subsidies for poor 

children in ECD centres have improved and cover 

has increased. However, there is considerable 

unevenness across provinces (HSRC, 2008).

ECD and employment creation

The South African government has a stated 

commitment to halving unemployment and poverty 

between 2004 and 2014. The HSRC has prepared 

employment scenarios that show that this would 
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halve unemployment by the official definition, and 

more than six million net new jobs if discouraged 

work-seekers were included. 

The HSRC scenarios show that if the economy 

grows by an average of 4.5% per annum, approximately 

1.5 million jobs would need to be created through 

special employment programmes to reach the target 

of halving unemployment (Altman 2007).

These figures have a deep gender-bias in 

that the unemployment rate for Black African 

women (31.2%) is considerably higher than for 

men (23.1%). Approximately 1.8 million women are 

officially unemployed, and a further 2.2 million can 

be categorised as discouraged work-seekers. This 

compares to 1.9 million officially unemployed men, 

and 1.2 million male discouraged work-seekers 

(LFS, 2007). To halve women’s unemployment, 

particularly in the context of an economic slowdown, 

it is probable that a large proportion of new jobs will 

be required from state-supported services in ways 

that are geographically dispersed. 

ECD (0-4) could be a major source of 

employment creation. In earlier work, the HSRC 

estimated that ECD (0-4) could potentially employ 

325 000 if service delivery targets were met 

(Altman, 2005). At the time, 54 000 people were 

estimated to work in the sector, and therefore 

there was potential to create about 271 000 net 

new jobs. These jobs will tend to have a bias to 

marginalised workers, especially women, in a 

wide geographical spread. 

Social sector EPWP

ECD receives support through the EPWP, which 

pays for learnership opportunities in ECD and in 

Home Community Based Care (HCBC). The social 

sector EPWP is led by DSD, in cooperation with 

the Departments of Health and Education, as well 

as the Departments of Public Works, Labour and 

Arts and Culture. These are meant to feed into 

“exit opportunities” which, if the sector were 

expanding, should ideally be into positions which 

sustainably service the demographic groups for 

which their learnership was designed.

The EPWP opportunities in the social 

sector differ substantially from those offered in 

infrastructure. The infrastructure opportunities 

arise as a result of labour intensification on 

civil construction projects procured by the state. 

Construction training is meant to be provided 

within these work opportunities. By definition, the 

opportunities are short term, since the specific 

tasks or jobs to be done have distinct starting 

points and end dates, usually not more than three 

to six months. There is an expectation of an 'exit 

opportunity’ which would mean that the participant 

might find subsequent work on other construction 

projects without the assistance of the EPWP. 

In the social sector, the EPWP opportunity is a 

training or learnership opportunity, with a stipend 

attached. There is some confusion in the reporting 

on the social sector EPWP, particularly since it is 

not specifically aimed at job creation, but rather 

at creating learnerships that could ultimately feed 

work seekers into work opportunities that are 

funded by government. The expectation is that 

the learner would find an 'exit opportunity’. Policy 

makers try to identify these, but ideally they would 

be found within what is intended to be a growing 

ECD or HCBC sector. Unlike construction, these 

are ultimately continuous opportunities that can 

exist as long as there is funding available.

However, the numbers in this programme are 

still small relative to the total EPWP delivery, albeit 

growing rapidly. In 2004/5, only 1 650 opportunities 

were created in the social sector EPWP, rising to 

37 106 opportunities in 2006/7. In total, 57 064 

opportunities were created between April 2004 

and March 2007 through social sector EPWP, as 

against the five year target of 150 000, as stated 

To halve women’s unemployment, it is 

probable that a large proportion of new jobs 

will be required from state-supported services
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in the EPWP logframe (HSRC, 2007). The average 

length of an opportunity was 165 days, as against 

the target of 230 days (Altman and Hemson, 

2008). The five year target for training was 

4.5 million training days, as compared to 715 915 

days that was actually delivered. The five year 

budget earmarked for social sector EPWP was 

R2 billion, but only R0.7 million was spent over the 

three years. These are shown in Table 2. The slow 

start may be explained by the recent introduction 

of the social sector EPWP, and it is possible 

targets might be reached if it continues to grow at 

the same pace. 

These opportunities were far more dispersed 

geographically than those in the infrastructure 

programme, the latter of which were concentrated 

in KwaZulu-Natal. 

The ECD (0-4) training opportunities are aimed 

at NQF levels 1 and 4. 

Biersteker (2008) found that the social sector 

EPWP opportunities have the perverse impact 

of being more attractive than the ECD jobs 

themselves, and so people may move from one 

opportunity to the other. Moreover, the pay in 

Grade R is approximately R3,000 per month and 

so it is rational for a learner to progress to an 

NQF level 5 learnership in order to access that 

opportunity. By comparison, an ECD (0-4) worker 

is more likely to earn R750 to R1,500 per month 

and this pay is uncertain since it depends on fund-

raising and often irregular payments from poor 

households (Carter et al, 2008). In fact, they might 

only earn a small stipend as a volunteer worker.

Employment in the ECD Sector

The majority of ECD workers in South Africa are 

found in the not-for-profit sector, either operating 

as volunteers, or paid some stipend as a result of 

contributions by parents or fund-raising.  

At present, representative information on the 

ECD sector is not available. At best, there is 

anecdotal and case study information. It is therefore 

difficult to say precisely how many people work 

in the ECD sector, whether on a volunteer or 

paid basis. There is also a dearth of information 

on cost structures and how programmes are 

implemented. 

It is government’s intention to expand subsidies 

paid to ECD sites. There are currently 331 762 

children in sites that are subsidised. 

However, the government’s human resource 

development targets are considerably less than 

required to meet its ECD delivery targets, and 

certainly much less than the employment potential 

for the sector. The stated intention within the 

EPWP programme for 2004/5 to 2008/9 was to:

• generate 6 500 NQF Level 1 and 8 800 Level 4 

learnerships;

• involve 9 224 unemployed people in a work-

place employment and skills programme in 

subsidised Department of Social Development 

sites;

• generate 13 776 work opportunities for other 

ECD sites in poor areas;

• provide 3 000 unemployed parents with 

3-month employment opportunities through 

existing schools and local authorities;

• generate employment for 16 000 ECD support 

staff (gardeners, cooks, administrators) in

4 000 ECD sites (DSD, et al 2004). 

This would translate into 48 500 work or 

training opportunities over five years in ECD, 

an average of about 9 700 per annum, mostly 

aimed at those already working in the sector. It 

would mostly have the impact of upgrading the 

sector, which would be a very useful contribution. 

However, the targets fall far short of potential 

employment in the sector, and therefore potential 

delivery to small children. It may be that the targets 

are set low to reflect weak existing capacity in the 

sector (Biersteker, 2008b). 

The Department of Education (DoE 2006) 

subsequently issued a document in 2006, on behalf 

of the Social Cluster departments, identifying 

targets for three categories of jobs, namely:
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would assist in registering ECD sites;

• 40 000 ECD practitioners to operate in 

registered sites;

• 6 000 child development workers who would 

work from registered sites to monitor health, 

care and education at the household level, to 

enable referral to services required.

There is evidence of programme expansion, 

with rising numbers of sites registered and flow 

of government funds into sites. As previously 

mentioned, it is estimated that 331 762 children 

are in sites that receive a government subsidy. 

DSD aims to double that number to about

600 000 in 2008/9. The expectation is to reach 

millions of children in poor households through this 

programme. The subsidy currently reaches a very 

small percentage of children under five who live 

in dire poverty. The NIP target is to reach all poor 

and vulnerable children. A faster roll-out is needed, 

without compromising quality and safety of young 

children. In addition, as this represents such an 

important source of employment for marginalised 

workers, the opportunity to enhance their labour 

market inclusion should also not be lost.  

Current ECD funding costs

Delivering quality ECD services at a sufficient 

scale will require an expansion of the ECD 

workforce, and also the stabilisation of jobs within 

it. Currently, ECD jobs are generally paid as a 

result of fundraising efforts and payments by the 

poor households themselves.  

As part of the HSRC ECD research programme, 

21 case studies of ECD centres were prepared in 

the Western Cape to explore the costs involved in 

establishing and operating different types of ECD 

centres (Carter et al, 2008). These centres range 

from what we called 'shack in the yard’ – generally 

with less than 20 children – to established centres 

with up to 230 children in day-care. In most cases, 

salaries and food respectively account for about 

50% of running costs, while food contributes 

about 15% to costs. 

Operating these centres at a level required by 

the NIP would cost approximately R500 to R700 

per child per month, not including establishment 

costs. In these centres, teachers would earn 

between R1,800 and R3,800, depending on the 

size and sophistication of the centre. If the centre 

receives the Department of Social Development 

subsidy, it would still need to raise R350 to R500 

to cover its costs. 

In reality, pay tends to be linked to length 

of service, availability of finance, and to a lesser 

extent, skill level of the worker. The HSRC case 

studies show that in the more marginalised 

centres, teachers might earn about R900 per 

month, rising to R2,600 in the more resourced 

centres (Carter et al, 2008). This is shown below 

in Table 1. If paying these rates, the costs could 

fall to about R350 to R500 per child per month. 

If the centre receives the Department of Social 

Development subsidy, it would still need to raise 

R150 to R300 to cover its costs. If it is not able to 

earn this through fees, donors or in-kind donations, 

the centre must find other ways of cutting costs, 

which would likely be salaries.

The more sophisticated and larger the centre, 

Table 1  – Social Sector EPWP Delivery

Indicator 5-year target  (April 

2004 – March 2009)

3-year status (April 

2004 – March 2007)

proportional 

progress expected

% progress achieved against 

that expected by year 3

Number of opportunities 150,000 57,064 90,000 63.4%

Training days 4,535,000 715,915 2,721,000 26.3%

Project budget (R bn) R 2.0 R 0.7 R 1.2 58.3%

Source: prepared from HSRC (2007, pg 74)
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It is difficult to ascertain how many people work in the ECD 
sector.
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child. It is assumed that the family will somehow 

ensure their young children are attended to. 

For example, 57.4% of the 1.345 million people 

involved in voluntary work in 2007 were women, 

but 67% of volunteers involved in care work were 

women (LFS, 2007).   

African women in particular tend to be crowded 

into low paid jobs in specific areas of the services 

sector. Low-skill women tend to be in domestic 

work or office cleaning. For example, 75% of 

domestic workers are women, and one-fifth to 

one-quarter of working Black African women are 

domestic workers. Only 5% of Black African men 

are in domestic work (LFS, 2007). A further 28% 

of Black African female workers are found in the 

retail and wholesale trade sector, as compared 

the more diversified was the source of income. In 

the smallest more marginalised centres, fees and 

fundraising respectively accounted for 83% and 

17% of income. On the next level, we found fees 

accounting for 67% of income, as compared to 

22% from donors and 11% from DSD. At the next 

level, fees accounted for only 39% of income, 

with fundraising contributing 13% and DSD 

another 42%. The next level up, DSD subsidies 

accounted for about half of income, while fees 

only contributed 17% and donations 25%. 

DSD sets guidelines for the implementation of 

ECD, but their provincial counterparts are responsible 

for channelling the funding. The guidelines are not 

necessarily followed, nor are earmarked funds 

necessarily channelled to ECD. Over the period of 

implementation of the HSRC research, DSD had 

set guidelines of subsidising ECD centres at R9 per 

child per day, or R198 per month. Fundraising was 

sourced either from donors or from community 

events. Fundraising in poor communities was not 

successful for any of the case studies. Fundraising 

from donors was only possible for centres that 

had sufficient capability in financial reporting. Most 

centres in urban townships charged between R90 

and R120 per child per month. The centres in 

rural or peri-urban areas generally charged R50 or 

less (Carter et al, 2008). In some urban centres, 

about 5% to 10% of parents paid intermittently, 

depending on their circumstances. 

The labour market context

While the statistics are weak on the ECD sector, 

it is probable that the majority of workers are 

women. Here the author is not proposing a value 

judgement, since ECD services could just as well 

be provided by men.  However, there is a weak 

distinction made between domestic responsibilities 

often delivered by women, and market-based care 

services. Early childhood development services 

traverse the boundaries of paid and unpaid work. It 

is seen to be in the domain of womens’ domestic 

responsibilities as a natural outcome of having a 
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racial differences in unemployment are hidden 

behind these aggregate numbers. In 2007, 23.1% 

of Black Africans were unemployed by the official 

definition, as compared to 31.2% of Black African 

women. The other race groups (Coloured, Indian/

Asian, White) all have average unemployment rates 

falling well below the average. No other race group 

has such a significant gender gap in unemployment 

rates. Moreover, 63.5% of all discouraged work-

seekers are women – these are working-age 

people who would like to work but are discouraged 

from doing so (LFS, 2007).

Between 1997 and 2003, the wages of 

low-skill and semi-skilled women either fell or 

stagnated in real terms (Woolard and Woolard, 

2006). Women’s earnings were between 13% and 

30% lower than their male counterparts in most 

occupational categories (ibid). This may partly be 

explained by crowding into specific professions 

and by the high unemployment rate.

The earnings of occupations typically taken 

by low and semi-skilled women are very low, 

and not very different to the amounts sometimes 

considered appropriate to public works schemes. 

In 2006, approximately one-third of all working 

people earned R1,000 per month or less, and 

61.5% earned R2,500 or less. If this were 

translated into a daily wage, this would be the 

equivalent of R50 per day, or up to R125 per day. 

to 19% of men. Thirty percent of working Black 

African women are found in the informal sector, as 

compared to 23.9% of Black African men. Semi-

skilled and skilled women tend to work in lower 

paid jobs in manufacturing – mostly in clothing 

– or in personal services such as hairdressing. 

Professional women tend to be in lower paid 

areas like nursing and teaching. In 2007, 25% of 

working women were found in community social 

and personal services, as compared to 13.6% of 

working men. Fifty-eight percent of workers in this 

sector are women. By comparison, less than one-

third of workers in manufacturing are women.

To their benefit, the occupational areas that 

have been growing over the past decade are those 

often considered to be 'women’s work’. This may 

partly explain rapid female labour force entry. 

Women were employed in about 70% of all new 

jobs created over the past seven years (LFS, 2006). 

However, female unemployment still remains 

considerably higher than that for men, even though 

the labour market participation rate for women 

is lower. Sixty-four percent of men between the 

ages of 15 and 65 participate in the labour market, 

as compared to only 49% of women in this age 

group. The labour market absorption rate for men 

is 51.5% as compared to 36.1% for women. The 

official unemployment rate in September 2007 was 

23%. This masks the gender differences, since 

20% of men were unemployed as compared to 

Table 2 – Average salaries of ECD employees in Western Cape case studies

Employee type Average of the highest third Average of the middle third Average of the lowest third

Principal R 4 170 R 2 800 R 1 134

Grade R teachers R 2 902 R 1 175

Teachers  R 2 624 R 1 250 R 862

Teacher assistants R2 200 R 1 400 R 900

Cooks R 2 224 R 1 275 R 680

Cleaners R 950

Care keepers R 2 100 R600

Source: Carter et al, 2008. 

Notes: This table shows pay levels in the centres reviewed, distinguished by the rates of pay in each centre. The second column 
shows what was paid to workers in the top third of centres, while the fourth column shows what was paid in the poorest third. 
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This shows a willingness to work at these rates 

in market-based jobs. About one-quarter of Black 

African women workers were in domestic services 

where the median wage rate was R774 per month 

in 2006 (LFS, 2006). Twenty-eight percent of Black 

African women workers were found in the retail 

and wholesale trades, where approximately half 

of workers earned R1,000 or less per month and 

71% earn R2,500 or less (LFS, 2006).  

Expanding ECD

There is a clear intention by government to 

ensure that all poor and vulnerable children are 

reached with ECD services. This would mean that 

approximately three million poor and vulnerable 

children would be reached. By our calculation, 

this could require an additional 271 000 ECD 

practitioners working in any one year (to reach a 

total of 325 000) not including ancillary workers 

such as cooks or cleaners. The need to improve 

services to young children cannot be understated, 

since these are foundation years. Any serious 

effort to reduce inequality and improve chances 

for future economic and social participation begins 

here. Government has committed to halving 

unemployment between 2004 and 2014, which 

is a particular challenge for marginalised women. 

The expansion of quality ECD services could 

potentially improve child welfare and women’s 

economic participation. 

The capacity development targets set by 

the social sector EPWP will not achieve the 

scale required in the medium term. The EPWP 

and practitioner support programmes have set 

targets well below what the potential employment 

contribution by ECD could be.  

There are a number of constraints to achieving 

these targets. The social sector EPWP sets targets 

for training and learnership opportunities with the 

intention of feeding into “exit opportunities”. 

However, these 'exit opportunities’ are limited 

both in number, stability and funding. 

The pay in ECD sites appears to be low, and 

very similar to that earned by low-skill workers 

in domestic jobs or informal retail trade. The 

stability of employment and pay can be weak 

since it depends considerably on the low and 

sometimes irregular payments of mostly poor 

households. The subsidy, in combination with 

fees, falls dramatically short of the operational 

costs, even for sites that pay around R1,000 per 

month for an ECD teacher. 

If there is an intention of dramatically expanding 

ECD services and related employment, it will be 

necessary to attract young people into the sector. In 

2009 and 2010, there may not be many competing 

market-based opportunities due to the economic 

slowdown. However, in the longer term, there will 

be market competition. This means that learners will 

likely be attracted to other opportunities, whether in 

Grade R or in the services sector.

Explicit choices are needed in respect of 

trade-offs in achieving quality and quantity of 

service delivery and job-creation. In a context of 

extremely high unemployment, it may be possible 

to pay EPWP-level stipends of R50 per day or less 

and still attract ECD workers. However, this will 

likely attract workers with less than NQF level 4. 

This is appropriate for support staff such as cooks 

and cleaners, but might not be appropriate for 

teachers, facilitators and parent support staff. The 

low relative pay and uncertainty encourage those 

trained through the ECD programmes to leave as 

soon as another opportunity becomes available. 

This poses a threat to the expansion of quality 

ECD services. The explicit cost associated with 

ECD workers needs to be recognised to ensure 

that sufficient numbers of ECD workers are 

attracted. The ECD subsidy does not specifically 

cover the cost of the ECD service provider, and 

falls short of doing so. It is therefore implicitly 

The capacity development targets set by the 

social sector EPWP will not achieve the

scale required in the medium term
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necessary to generate more sustainable sources 

of income for ECD sites and expand commitment 

to human resource development.  

Notes

1 This estimate is from measurement based on the 
General Household Survey 2005, which used household 
expenditure as the welfare indicator and set the poverty 
line at less than R1,200 per month. A child was defined 
as poor if he/she was found to live in a house with an 
expenditure level of less than R1,200.
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found that ECD workers tend to be older and that 

there is limited entry (Biersteker, 2008b). The pay 

on learnerships is higher than that earned in a site, 

so learners go to other opportunities.   

An appropriate job-grading or career ladder 

(and rate of pay at each grade) is required. 

These grades would more explicitly cover skills 

ranging from ABET to NQF levels 7/8.  Examples 

range from cook, cleaner, child minder, volunteer, 

different levels of ECD practitioner, supervision, 

financial management, quality control, to multi-site 

management or trainer (Biersteker, 2008b). This 

ladder could traverse other domains, reaching into 

Grade R or health related paraprofessional support.  

Improved job segmentation, with special attention 

to paraprofessionals, could enable faster access of 

marginalised workers to professionalisation.

Yet, there is another trade-off in respect of 

funding. Since the funding is meant to come 

from government, the pool will necessarily be 

fixed at any one time. There is a challenge to fully 

fund a programme that recognises the need for 

a hierarchy of staff, the aim of generating large 

numbers of jobs, and of meeting the service 

needs of millions of children. For example, a 

programme that pays 325 000 ECD workers R50 

per day could cost about R6 billion per annum.  At 

an average of R100 per day, such a programme 
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Conclusion

ECD for children under the age of five is a major 

service delivery gap. Since it is inherently labour 

intensive, the rapid scaling up of services will 

create large numbers of jobs. This can contribute 

substantially to reducing unemployment, especially 

for women, in a manner that is geographically 

dispersed. Government has substantially deepened 

its commitment to expanding ECD. However, 
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