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Boys struggling with a bicycle near Banda Aceh, Indonesia.
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I begin by placing on record the Board’s gratitude to two servants of the 
foundation who moved on in 2008. Ivar Samrén retired after 27 years of 
service as a member of the board, including over two decades as chair 
of the Van Leer Group Foundation and four years as chair of the Board of 
the Bernard van Leer Foundation, from 1996 to 2000. Peter Laugharn, our 
executive director for the last six years, left behind a strong programmatic 
approach on which the foundation can build in the coming years. 

Partner knowledge is critical�  

Foreword by the Chair of 
the Board of Trustees

Those years will be challenging. The 
economic crisis, which began in 2008, 
demonstrated how truly and irrevocably 
global the world has become, and the 
Bernard van Leer Foundation has not 
been immune. 

We are needing to take unpopular 
decisions. But we are doing so in line 
with our mandate, and an obligation to 
be very precise in defining our focus. 
Compared to the magnitude of the 
problems for young children we face, 
our budgets have always been small. Still 
we were able to make a difference.

These days our need to work 
smartly and strategically is even greater. 
Focusing on the countries where we can 
make the biggest difference, and always 
transferring responsibilities to local 
people from the outset, is our vision of 
sustainability. We will also learn from 
analysing the situations in countries 
where we no longer work, as we strive 
to generate momentum towards 
improvements in early childhood that 
allow us to reinvest our grantmaking in 
other countries with the same objective. 

We decided long ago to have no 
representatives in the field, instead 
relying on our partner organisatons 
to map their local situations. The 
thinking and knowledge of our partners 
has become ever more critical as we 
have embarked on our current quest 
to deepen our country strategies, 
approaching the situation of young 
children from the perspectives of our 
issue areas and a thorough analysis of 
civil society and local change agents.

It will not be easy, but I trust the 
strength of our staff and our partners. 
It is our fiduciary duty to the young 
children of this world to set ourselves 
the goal of emerging from this crisis 
stronger than we were before. 

Trude Maas-de Brouwer

Chair, Board of Trustees





Grandparents in South Africa must often assume a key role as 

primary child carers, either because their own children or other 

extended family primary carers fall ill, are severely disabled, 

or die, or must migrate in search of work. They face multiple 

challenges arising from poverty, bereavement, frailty and the 

widening generation gap between old and young.

Photo: Anthony Swift
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Stories from India,  
Mexico and South Africa

The stories on the following pages about work we have 
supported in India, Mexico and South Africa illustrate the 
deep effect our funding is having on young children’s lives 
in widely varying places. We thank our partner organisations 
for their willingness to contribute not only to this Annual 
Report but also to help us enhance our own knowledge and 
understanding of early childhood development.

Each set of stories is followed by a brief ‘country strategy’. 
These strategies have been developed by the foundation in 
2008 in close collaboration with our partners to respond to 
key early childhood development-related issues in each of 
these countries.



Teacher Nayame Giomango hands out cut-out home-made 

figures to 4-year-old Ambesh in a small pre-school assisted by 

the People’s Rural Education Movement (prem), which offers a 

service to a remote community in the hills of Gijapati District, 

Orissa, India. 

Photo: Jim Holmes
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chetna: leading in advocacy 
on children’s rights
Since 1994 the foundation has 
worked with the Centre for Health 
Education, Training and Nutrition 
Awareness (chetna), an organisation 
based in Ahmadabad which has a 
distinguished track record of working 
with disadvantaged women, youths 
and children. With foundation 
support, among others, chetna 
has become a leader in training, 
capacity building and advocacy 
on young children’s rights – 
predominantly, the four cornerstone 
rights to survival, protection, 
development and participation.

The last five-year phase of the 
partnership involved an extensive 
endeavour to study the situation of 
Indian children and to develop and 
disseminate communication materials 
aimed at influencing the policies of 
the state and national governments. 
These efforts culminated in the 
three-day National Consultation on 
Mainstreaming Child Rights, held at 
New Delhi’s India International Centre 
in November 2008, which attracted 150 
representatives of ngos – including 20 
children – from 11 Indian states, as well 
as national and international experts on 
child rights.

Three important sets of materials 
were presented at this conference. The 
first was a training manual entitled 

Learning to Teach Child Rights, which 
will be used by facilitators to run 
training sessions with teachers and staff 
who work in non-governmental and 
community-based organisations. The 
manual comprises seven modules with 
further reading in a companion resource 
book. It defines concepts related to 
child rights and presents statistics and 
case studies that will give participants 
an informed understanding about the 
issues faced by individual children in 
India and why the concept of child 
rights is significant and neccessary in an 
Indian context.

According to a chetna study, 
about 90 per cent of parents, 40 per 
cent of teachers and fully 97 per cent 
of children are not even aware that 
children have rights. The second of 
the materials presented to the New 
Delhi conference is aimed at spreading 
awareness among children. Entitled A 
World Without Tears, this storybook 
aimed at children and illustrated by 
children will help children understand 
their rights and embolden them to take 
action within their communities.

Participation
chetna promotes children’s 
participation in many other ways. 
For example, at the same conference 
in New Delhi in November 2008, 
chetna facilitated one of the sessions 
in the National Child Rights Assembly, 
organised by World Vision of India and 

the India Alliance for Child Rights. This 
was the culmination of a process across 
11 states in which grassroots children’s 
clubs were invited to stocktake the 
country’s performance on guaranteeing 
their rights and to come up with 
proposals for action. 

The third important set of materials 
presented by chetna at the National 
Consultation is a set of 18 hard-hitting 
posters, called “Girl Child First”. The 
posters address issues specifically faced 
by girls in an Indian cultural context 
which traditionally places greater value 
on boys, to the extent that parents 
selectively aborting female foetuses 
significantly skews the birth rate. 

During the decade and a half of 
foundation support, chetna’s Child 
Resource Centre has developed a rich 
repository of materials – available 
in local languages – to support work 
among young children in disadvantaged 
circumstances. These three sets of 
materials will be valuable additions.

Closer to communities: �� 

Stories from India
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tn-forces: getting 
communities involved
Although India’s government-run 
scheme of care and pre-school 
education centres for children under 
the age of 6 – known as Anganwadis 
– is an impressive programme, there 
have long been difficulties with how 
it operates in practice. Common 
problems are that it does not reach 
many poor families in rural and 
urban slum areas, its workers are 
often inadequately trained and too 
poorly paid to be motivated, and the 
centres themselves are of inconsistent 
quality, many suffering from such 
problems as lack of clean water, 
toilet facilities and spaces to play. 

Expanding the number and improving 
the quality of Anganwadis are priorities 
for the Tamil Nadu Forum for Creche 
and Childcare Services (tn-forces), 
a network of organisations which 
advocates on behalf of young children 
from the poorest sections of society 
in Tamil Nadu, where two-fifths of 
people live below the poverty line. The 
120-strong membership of tn-forces 
includes child advocacy organisations, 
women’s groups, community-based 
organisations, trade unions, professional 
associations and academic institutions.

In 2008 an evaluation report looked 
back on ten years of the Bernard van 
Leer Foundation’s involvement with 
tn-forces. The evaluators found that 

tn-forces has been effective in getting 
attention for early childhood care and 
education from state-level policy makers 
and the general public alike. Its authority 
comes from having organised and 
involved the Anganwadi workers from 
the beginning, and emphasising work 
through local structures such as self-
help groups to get communities involved 
in improving the services delivered by 
Anganwadis. Researchers found a strong 
link between the level of community 
involvement in an Anganwadi, the 
quality of infrastructure – such as 
toilets – and the observable health and 
happiness of the children.

Achievements
Concrete achievements in the last 
decade include securing improvements 
in pay and benefits for Anganwadi 
workers, and the state government’s 
adoption of a pre-school curriculum that 
recognises the importance of play. More 
generally, the evaluators found that tn-
forces had played an important part in 
improvements in the overall quality of 
Anganwadis and the relatively high level 
of awareness of young children’s issues 
among Tamil Nadu’s politicians, media 
and general public.

tn-forces employs a variety of 
methods to get its messages across. 
Rallies and ‘public hearings’ – events 
where officials hear petitions – are 
especially helpful in getting the attention 
of the state’s media and government. 

One notable success was persuading 
the government to bring in new laws 
that help working mothers to access 
childcare through the Anganwadis, 
which had been made difficult by 
inconvenient opening times and lack of 
facilities for the under-2s. 

The network’s growing influence 
was visible in the most recent state 
elections, in 2006. Through a series 
of meetings, tn-forces drew up an 
election manifesto which called for more 
resources to be allocated to Anganwadis, 
communities to be involved more, and 
services to be extended further into rural 
and tribal areas. Petitions and rallies 
attracted media interest, and several 
parties adopted some of the specific 
demands in tn-forces manifesto 
as pledges in their own manifestos – 
including the party that went on to form 
the government.
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India country strategy: 
Successful transitions for young 
tribal children in Orissa
Having worked in India since 1991 
we have decided to focus our 
programme on a limited number of 
states in the coming years, beginning 
with Orissa. This decision is not 
only because India’s daunting size 
increases the risk of spreading our 
limited resources too thinly, but 
because so many administrative 
functions are devolved to state level.

With a population of 37 million, 
Orissa is India’s ninth largest state 
and also one of its poorest. It has 
the third largest concentration of 
‘scheduled’ tribes, those recognised in 
India’s constitution as needing special 
measures to counteract the deep-
rooted discrimination suffered by many 
indigenous populations. Known as the 
Adivasi, there are eight million members 
of 62 such tribes in Orissa, speaking 
15 languages and many more dialects 
between them. 

The Adivasi are predominantly 
found in remote and inhospitable areas, 
sometimes after being forced off richer 
ancestral lands. Most own no land or 
assets, and many need to migrate to find 
work as labourers on very low wages. 
Despite state initiatives to universalise 
primary education, the Adivasi continue 
to lag behind educationally, with a 
literacy rate of 37% compared to 63% 

for the state as a whole. Female Adivasi 
literacy stands at under 25%, while 
mothers are generally the first educators 
of their children.

There are several explanations 
for this. The national Integrated 
Child Development Services (icds) 
scheme, more commonly known as the 
Anganwadis, doesn’t reach the more 
remote tribal villages, and icds workers 
are anyway inadequately trained in early 
childhood education. Although primary 
schooling itself is free, there are other 
costs, including foregone labour. Parents 
mostly did not go to school themselves. 
Teachers are often from higher castes, 
with different values. Adivasi children’s 
mother tongues are not used, and 
curricula do not engage their interest. 
Over a quarter of the children drop out 
in their first year.

Raising awareness
Our programme in Orissa is part of 
our broader programme of ‘Successful 
Transitions: the Continuum from Home 
to School’, through which we aim to 
ensure that all children have practical 
access to the opportunities afforded by 
quality education. We are collaborating 
with the state government to create 
links between pre-school education in 
the mother tongues of Adivasi children 
and multilingual education programmes 
being offered in primary schools. The 
expectation is that this will increase the 

retention of Adivasi children in school 
and improve their learning outcomes.

We support local partners to help 
improve the quality of pre-school 
provision where it exists, and to create 
community-based pre-school centres 
where it doesn’t. This involves improving 
Anganwadis by developing new 
curricula, training and play materials, 
and finding ways to get parents and 
community members more involved in 
the Anganwadis, or in establishing their 
own early childhood centres in remote 
areas where the Anganwadi network 
does not reach. 

By raising awareness among tribal 
communities of the benefits of early 
childhood education, the work we 
support will nurture demand for better 
provision. We will also support our local 
partners to document the knowledge 
they generate and to advocate for better 
policies through media strategies, rallies 
and campaigns; although official policies 
recognise the importance of early 
education, in practice it remains a low 
priority for most politicians. 



Young children from indigenous families who have migrated from 

the countryside play together in a local market in San Cristóbal 

de las Casas, Chiapas, Mexico. 

Photo: Michael Feigelson
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Stories from Mexico

imifap: Training caregivers
Every year, hundreds of thousands of 
Mexicans migrate to the usa in search 
of work. Many are parents of young 
children. In parts of the Mexican 
state of Hidalgo, where average 
wages are ten times less than migrant 
Mexican workers can earn in the 
usa, around one in three children are 
growing up with at least one absent 
parent. These are “the children left 
behind”, in single parent homes or 
with extended family members.

Between January 2007 and December 
2008, the foundation supported imifap 
– the Mexican Institute of Family 
and Population Research – to look at 
ways of ameliorating this situation in 
three of Hidalgo’s most marginalised 
municipalities, where most families live 
in small towns and villages, and a third 
of adults have not completed primary 
school. 

imifap has a strong track record of 
promoting child development through 
health and nutrition. But this project 
focused more on social and emotional 
development – which initial research 
found was profoundly affected by the 
absence of parents. As a pre-school 
teacher put it, the children “get sad, they 
don’t say anything. Sometimes they feel 
bad and don’t want to talk about the 
absence of their parents. This is what 
I’ve seen in these children.”

imifap devised training for pre-
school teachers, young children and 
their caregivers, based on existing 
successful experiences with older 
children. As well as equipping 
caregivers – who are often isolated 
and impoverished – with more general 
‘positive parenting’ skills, the training 
was specifically geared towards helping 
young children to develop the skills 
of understanding and expressing their 
emotions. In the case of young children 
with absent parents, those emotions 
were often ones of abandonment, 
loneliness, stress and anger. 

Qualitative evaluation research 
identified a range of improvements 
– in children’s social behavior and 
emotional expression, in caregiver–child 
and teacher–child interactions, and 
in strengthened mutual support and 
cooperation among caregiver networks. 
For example, one parent told the 
evaluators: “My son told me, ‘if you yell 
at me, I keep crying and I keep yelling, 
but if you conform to me and speak to 
me softly, I calm down’. ” 

Certificate
During the first year of the project 
imifap trained 78 pre-school teachers 
in 25 schools who, in the second year, 
trained 1,530 pre-school children 
and 400 parents or caregivers. For the 
teachers it was an extra-curricular 
activity which – thanks to imifap’s 
strong relationship with the educational 

authorities – resulted in the award of a 
certificate that is formally recognised 
as contributing to their professional 
development and qualifications. 

Following the success of this pilot 
project, imifap is currently working 
with state government education 
officials to roll out the training modules 
into the formal training of pre-school 
teachers. The lessons learned from the 
pilot project are being disseminated to 
a wider audience through international 
journals, and the next phase of the 
project will and expand the training 
to focus on children in the home 
environment who are still too young for 
pre-school.
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Books about migration and 
young children 
Many young children in Mexico are 
growing up in a place their parents 
don’t call home. Their stories are 
varied: rural mothers who have 
come to the city in search of work, 
Guatemalan families eking out an 
existence on rubbish dumps over the 
Mexican border, children of agricultural 
workers who spend over half of each 
year working on private farms far 
away from their places of origin.

What these children have in common is 
that they do not register on the radar of 
public consciousness. Their stories are 
untold, their experiences unrecognised. 
Where they are noticed, they can be 
looked down on for various reasons: 
their ethnic or geographical origin, their 
parents’ social and economic status. And 
typically, they are invisible to the public 
services that should be looking after 
their needs and protecting their rights.

The Bernard van Leer Foundation 
has recently funded two initiatives to 
publicise the situation of these children, 
with the aim of promoting empathy 
within broader society and empowering 
migrant families to stand up for their 
rights. The first is a book, Migraciones 
Vemos, Infancias no Sabemos, published 
by Ririki Intervención Social. It tells 
paradigmatic stories of migration 
through the eyes of children, written 
by five professional journalists with 

guidance from experts in children’s 
rights.

The book’s launch created a 
significant buzz. It was presented by a 
former national minister of finance and 
a former secretary of public integration 
for Mexico City. The launch was covered 
widely in the press, television and radio. 
David Ibarra, a highly respected political 
analyst with major Mexican daily El 
Universal, wrote that the “cutting issues” 
described in the book ought to “feed 
the formation of a truly constructive 
national consciousness”. 

Emotional power
The second initiative is a book 
developed by Melel Xojobal a.c., Para 
Que Sepas. This book grew from work 
with single mothers who had migrated 
from rural areas of Chiapas to the city 
of San Cristóbal de Las Casas, where 
they – and their children – often faced 
difficulties and discrimination. The aim 
was to help the mothers to communicate 
their life stories to their own children, as 
an exercise in empowerment. 

It soon became clear that the 
project was having a transformative 
impact on participants, and that its 
emotional power deserved to reach a 
wider audience. The stories were made 
into a book for use in pre-schools, to 
promote empowerment among children 
of migrants and empathy among the 
children of others. After a popular 
reception the book has been translated 

into English and is currently being used 
in the usa by pre-schools in Boulder, 
Colorado, a city with a sizeable Latin 
American immigrant population. 

In both cases, the aim of the 
publications is to encourage people to 
understand migration and its effects on 
children in terms of real human stories, 
not abstract social trends.
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Mexico country strategy: “Infancia en 
Movimiento” (Childhood in Movement)
We have worked in Mexico for almost 
30 years. We decided that our focus 
for the coming years should be on 
young children affected by migration 
for two main reasons. First, the 
numbers of children being affected 
by migration in Mexico is growing 
and will continue to grow. Second, 
there is only very limited support 
for young children of migrants.

What support exists tends to be aimed 
at children of primary school age 
and above. Programmes for young 
children, meanwhile, tend to focus on 
communities in rural areas – in other 
words, the areas where many migrants 
come from, but not where they go to.

There are many different reasons 
for migration in Mexico. The four 
locations where we have chosen to 
focus our support represent some of 
the main types of migration. These are 
Ciudad Juarez, on the Texan border, 
where young mothers migrate to work 
long hours in factories; Soconusco, at 
the other end of the country, where 
migrants from Central American 
countries can be found living in 
conditions of extreme poverty; the 
state of Sinaloa, where agricultural 
workers migrate seasonally in 
conditions of extraordinary hardship; 
and San Cristóbal de Las Casas, where 
indigenous families displaced by rural 

conflict and economic need encounter a 
new and hostile urban environment.

Safe spaces
Whatever the circumstances of 
migration, it affects young children 
in broadly similar ways. They lack 
safe places to play and rest, a problem 
compounded when their parents work 
long hours, leaving them on their own 
or in the care of other children. Their 
parents find that institutions such as 
pre-schools and clinics are difficult to 
access, for reasons including language 
barriers, complicated and inflexible 
bureaucracy, and discriminatory 
attitudes among the local populations. 
And they have not been seen as an 
important enough constituency to 
attract much attention from legislators 
or generate sustained political will 
behind efforts to improve their 
situations. 

The programme will work 
principally with partners in civil society, 
but also in close collaboration with 
government and academia. About two-
thirds of our support goes to partners 
that work with the young children of 
migrants in the four locations, exploring 
different ways of creating ‘safe spaces’ 
for these children in the community 
and in institutions such as pre-schools 
and childcare centres. Because we 
carefully chose our four locations to 
be paradigmatic, we expect that they 
will help create broad visibility for 

the problems faced by young migrant 
children and that the ways in which 
our partners work here will have broad 
relevance elsewhere in the country and 
region.

The remaining third of our support 
goes towards documentation, research 
and advocacy. We will support our 
partners to disseminate what they learn 
to public-sector agencies, ngos and 
international organisations who have 
the ability to adopt, expand and sustain 
demonstrably successful models of 
intervention. And we will work with a 
network of journalists as well as with 
civil society organisations to draw 
attention to the rights of young migrant 
children, and advocate for more public 
investment in appropriate and inclusive 
programmes and services.



The Masifunde Njengomndeni project works with children 

and their caregivers to improve the low literacy rate of 

young children in the province of KwaZulu Natal, South 

Africa. After reading five books, 6-year-old Zanele Hadebe 

completed her ‘road to reading map’ and received a cap  

and a pencil case at Stepmore community library.  

Photo: Lynn Stefano
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Stories from South Africa

abc Ulwazi: Speak free� 
Although almost half of South Africa’s 
population is under the age of 18, 
relatively little South African media 
is targeted at children – and almost 
none is generated by children. Young 
children are especially excluded 
because relatively little media is 
in local languages, which are their 
first languages and those they find 
easiest to understand. Community 
radio, which broadcasts in local 
languages, is therefore an ideal 
medium for reaching young children.

The foundation has been working for 
several years with abc Ulwazi, a non-
governmental organisation established 
in 1994 which promotes community 
radio. With foundation support, the 
“Bua Fela” (“Speak Free”) project 
developed a methodology to enable 
young children (0–8 years) to express 
their views, including those on children’s 
rights. This methodology involves 
children, usually aged from 9 to 14, 
in producing children’s (community) 
radio programming. Wisdom from 
this project was distilled into a 2006 
handbook, entitled Bua Fela, which 
gives practical advice on radio for young 
children, by children (www.abculwazi.
org.za/files/Bua_Fela_Book.pdf).

The initial phase of the project had 
considerable success, as measured by 
audience figures, phone-in responses 
and research showing a more concrete 

awareness of children’s rights among 
both young and older children as well as 
adults. The presence of child producers 
and presenters was a key success factor 
in engaging the youngest children, who 
were reported to respond positively and 
actively to what the child presenters 
said. The final phase of the project, 
which ended in 2008, has been focused 
on helping community radio stations 
to continue the programming after abc 
Ulwazi stopped providing ready-made 
inserts for the programmes to be based 
around. Evaluators set out to investigate 
the challenges, and why some stations 
were more successful than others.

Foresight
One problem was logistical – providing 
the child producers with transport to the 
station, and internet access. Enthusiasm 
of managers was key here. But managers 
also needed the foresight to recognise 
the challenge posed by the original child 
producers and presenters growing older, 
and the consequent need to recruit and 
train up a new generation of children. 
The age of the mentors selected by 
managers to work with the new 
presenters has been a significant success 
factor, with young mentors – in their 20s 
– seeming to be more successful. 

The importance of community 
participation is emphasised by the 
station manager at Takalani Radio, one 
of the stations where the programming 
has continued to evolve: “The 

community should be told, for instance, 
what is the programme or topic for 
that week so that they can prepare 
themselves if they can phone in. The 
community should see the station as 
their own tool. It does not belong to the 
management or the presenters or the 
volunteers.”

Finally, training the children in 
scriptwriting and journalism as well as 
presenting skills has been significant. 
This has enabled them to generate their 
own material – both gathered from the 
local community and in the form of 
their own mini-dramas, an important 
part of the programming – and thereby 
keep the programmes fresh, informative 
and locally relevant. Sadly, however, 
many of the children report that it 
continues to be an uphill battle to be 
taken seriously by many of the adults 
they invite to be interviewed on their 
programmes. 
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crc: Child-Friendly Society
The South African constitution 
guarantees the rights of all children 
in theory, but most do not have 
their rights protected in practice. 
The Child-Friendly Society project, 
implemented by the Durban-based 
Children’s Rights Centre (crc), aims 
to close this gap between theory and 
practice through awareness-raising, 
advocacy, networking and building the 
capacity of organisations that work 
with children or have the potential to 
improve children’s lives. The project 
completed its second phase in 2008.

An example of the activities during this 
phase of the Child-Friendly Society 
project is the training of individuals 
from 36 organisations – government 
and civil society – in promoting 
children’s rights in policies and practice. 
According to the project’s external 
evaluator, these trainings have reached 
a “geographically and institutionally 
diverse and far-reaching range of duty 
bearers and role players” and “achieved a 
remarkably high and cost effective level 
of sustained influence”.

With experience, the crc has 
learned how to maximise the benefits 
of training. Effort needs to be put 
into identifying individuals who are 
in positions of influence within their 
organisation, as “many participants, 
although very enthused by the training, 
struggle to implement what they have 

learnt on return to their organisations”. 
For the same reason, follow-up site visits 
to organisations have proved to have 
beneficial effects that easily justify the 
time they take. 

Value of play
The “Play Rights” component of the 
Child-Friendly Society project – which 
involves giving ‘play packs’ and training 
to organisations which work directly 
with young children – is another area 
in which learning from experience 
has improved effectiveness. It became 
clear that many of the adults who were 
being trained had “not themselves been 
exposed to play”, and were consequently 
“unable to teach the children or really 
comprehend the value of play in 
children’s lives”.

Again, extra effort on identifying 
enthusiastic and committed individuals 
to undertake the training has paid off, 
as have follow-up site visits to check 
how the play materials are being used. 
The training has consequently evolved 
to place more emphasis on explaining 
the philosophy of the need for play, on 
getting the adult trainees to play with 
the toys themselves, and on explaining 
how toys can be made from recycled 
materials without financial cost. 

Foundation support has enabled 
the crc to produce and disseminate 
materials such as the “Visions & Voices” 
travelling photo exhibition, which 
forms an important component of many 

workshops. Among other materials 
produced with foundation support and 
available on the crc website (www.
childrensrightscentre.co.za) are the 
Living Positively Handbook for children 
with hiv, available in English and local 
languages, and the manual for trainers, 
Making Children’s Rights a Reality. 

The nature of the Child-Friendly 
Society project means many of its most 
important impacts are indirect, such as 
those on public policy through advocacy 
by organisations which the crc has 
mobilised or sensitised. The external 
evaluator finds many positive changes 
that are “far beyond the direct control of 
crc, but undeniably as a result of crc’s 
influence”.
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South Africa country strategy: 
Strong families, strong 
foundations for children
South Africa has changed greatly since 
the foundation began to work there 
in the 1970s, and so has the nature 
of the foundation’s engagement. 
Where initially we focused on 
improving mainly pre-schools, since 
the 1990s we have oriented our work 
towards supporting families and 
communities in four of the poorest 
provinces: Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, 
Eastern Cape and Free State. 

We see this as the most fitting response 
to the sheer numbers of children affected 
by the two most pressing problems that 
shape the social environment: poverty 
and hiv/aids and the fact that the 
majority of young children have no 
access to early childhood development 
services.

South Africa is not a resource-
poor country, yet almost two-thirds of 
children live in poverty. The government 
offers far better social support than 
is available elsewhere in sub-Saharan 
Africa, including cash support grants 
and free healthcare for children under 
the age of 6. But these services can be 
hard for many families to access in 
practice. With almost one of five adults 
living with hiv, the effects of poverty are 
made worse by sickness and death. The 
consequent loss of income and costs of 
medical care impose greater burdens 

than many families and communities 
can bear. 

When the capacity of caregivers 
and families to provide adequately for 
their young children is compromised, 
that puts at risk those young children’s 
development – not just in terms of 
health and education, but the serious 
psychosocial impact of growing up 
among adults who have little time or 
energy for them and little hope for 
their future. Hence our South African 
programme is all about strengthening 
families.

Informal services
We do this directly by funding projects 
implemented through local partner 
organisations that seek to spark 
the revitalisation of communities, 
improving livelihoods and helping to 
organise informal, community-based 
services for young children such as 
playgroups, pre-school education and 
parental support groups. 

Limited resources mean that 
we will only ever be able to reach 
a few communities with our own 
interventions, so we work also to 
improve the quality and accessibility of 
formal, government-funded services 
that should work to strengthen families. 
We advocate to policy makers and share 
knowledge learned from our projects 
about how best to implement services 
to meet the needs and rights of young 
children. 

The inadequacies of government 
services are partly attributable to the 
lack of strong voices demanding better 
services for families and children. So we 
want to mobilise and enable caregivers 
to stand up for their rights, to demand 
better policies and more effective service 
delivery. Promoting children’s right to 
participate in decisions affecting them is 
an important part of this strategy.

Our thematic focus in the country, 
“Strengthening the Care Environment”, 
reflects the importance of building 
on what already exists. Poverty and 
hiv/aids have stretched the informal 
community safety nets to breaking 
point, but many external interventions 
end up eroding rather than harnessing 
indigenous practices and knowledge 
about childrearing. So we will document 
and spread awareness about positive 
parenting and care practices that are 
rooted locally. When communities are 
fractured, interventions must strengthen 
not undermine their cultural identity. 




