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2. Subject for discussion (DA) (Ms B S Masango): Solutions to address severe malnutrition crisis,
confronting past failures to coordinate and implement critical interventions to protect children
from hunger (114)

Speech by Ciska Jordaan MP

As | prepared to speak on this topic | was reminded of a story of an Eastern Cape family. A mother,
dreadfully desperate and unable to provide for her children who complain of hunger in the evenings.
She would boil water in empty pots and pretend she was cooking, just to comfort them. Then, she
would send them to bed and assure them that she will wake them when the food is ready. Finally
asleep, the mother would be relieved that they are unaware of their hunger. To say the situation is
dire, is an understatement of epic proportions.

Honourable chair and members, this is the story of hundreds of thousands of South African families
today.

The scale of this crisis is staggering. 63.5% of South Africans face some form of food insecurity.
According to the HSRC, more than 2.7 million children live in households that are unable to meet their
nutritional needs. 28.8% of South African children are stunted — meaning that they’ve suffered
permanent, irreversible damage in their development due to chronic malnutrition before they have
even had the chance to grow. We've also learnt that between January and April this year alone, 155
children under five have died in public hospitals with malnutrition as an underlying condition.

These are children who depend on a government that is failing them.

For close to ten million South African learners, the only meals they can count on in a day are the ones
they receive at school. Schools are a critical source of nutrition.

| dedicate this call to action to them. The little ones who go to bed hungry at night with hope that
they might receive a meal at school the next day.

One of the most instrumental tools we have to fight against hunger and malnutrition is the National
School Nutrition Programme. This essential programme, which is nationally funded and implemented
by Provincial Departments of education intends to be a simple, powerful guarantee that at least every
child in a quintile 1 — 3 school, should receive a nutritious meal that improves concentration, supports
development, learning, and academic performance.

In fact, this programme is so important that it may have a direct impact on the economy — feeding a
child is not charity, it's a moral imperative and essential for the realisation of potential not only on an
individual level but also at a national scale. A 2019 study estimated that eliminating child malnutrition
could have a marked improvement of 9% on South Africa’s GDP.

But this programme continues to be undermined by provincial mismanagement, weak monitoring,
and failed coordination at a provincial level in some provinces.
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The South African Human Rights Commission has repeatedly waved red flags about challenges
experienced by the Eastern Cape around meal provision.

e Administrative and financial issues continue to contribute towards the inability of the
Northern Cape, Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal provinces to supply meals to learners due to
slow payments or transfers towards schools or service providers.

e Earlier this year, despite their best efforts to sweep their failures under the rug, Gauteng has
also been forced to acknowledge slow payments to NSNP suppliers, placing strain on their
ability to provide meals to learners.

e The Eastern Cape, Free State and Limpopo provinces have reportedly failed to spend a
collective R40.1 million earmarked for the NSNP in the previous financial year.

e Chronic supply chain failures and the insistence of maintaining approximately 1700 suppliers in
KwaZulu-Natal perpetuate difficulties in prompt payments and has caused weeks of
disruptions to the provision of meals to learners. An administrative nightmare while already
dealing with a magnifying glass on their financial situation, being placed under section 18 of
the PFMA earlier this year. Their reasoning; the province is rural. Yet the Western Cape,
another very large province with schools in rural and remote areas manages to provide the
NSNP efficiently and on time. This proves that with political will and competent leadership, it is
possible to manage supply chain for the NSNP effectively.

e Just last week in a portfolio committee meeting, the Northern Cape has reported that the
province served roughly 80 000 fewer learners in quarter 2 than quarter 1 and then attempted
to justify this discrepancy by claiming that learners may not have been poor and therefore
chose not to eat after their exams. This explanation is insulting and a denial of the lived reality
of the people . The DBE subsequently CONFIRMED to the portfolio committee this week, that
there are regular challenges with the Northern Cape when it comes to reported missed meals,
that this is a tendency of the province and that this could sometimes amount to waste.
Teachers in a school in the small, rural community of Nababeep attest to how God provides
when they try and put meals together from their own pockets during exams as the provision
by the province is not sufficient.

These failures — payment delays, poor monitoring, inflated supplier lists, weak coordination — are
avoidable!

Mismanagement and incompetence should be dealt with abruptly and accountability mechanisms
must be established and strengthened — provincial departments must face consequences when
learners miss meals.

South African learners cannot wait for provincial education departments to get their act together. A
missed meal is a missed opportunity to learn, to grow, and to survive.

The effect of malnutrition and stunting on learning is severe and must be addressed from a young
age. Since the department absorbed ECD and with the intake of grade R learners in the schooling
system, pressure is potentially bound to arise. This must be anticipated and compensated for, over
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and above the increased per-child subsidy. Provinces that already struggle with basic delivery run the
risk of neglecting the provision of early nutrition; should this not be prioritised?

It’s necessary to take stock of what works and what doesn’t work.
The DA supports Minister Gwarube’s commitment to reviewing provincial delivery models, stricter
supplier vetting and monitoring and examining distribution approaches that will tighten oversight.

The DA welcomes this intervention and encourages fast, firm and fearless action.

Speaker, across the country, teachers, parents and communities have stepped in where government
is falling short —the immense contributions and caring hearts of teachers and schools should not be
underplayed. Many schools across the country have started community interventions by mobilising
caring parents towards the common cause of providing lunch to learners who will go without, and
even meals to kids in their communities from their homes during holidays.

I’'ve heard of incredible initiatives where schools have approached civic organisations and the private
sector to boost their nutrition programmes to be able to conduct extra classes during holidays and
provide meals during this time. Learners in turn come to school to eat; with the added benefit of
excelling academically because of the extra classes. Food gardens and a culture of fostering
independence when it comes to growing and accessing food remain an effective strategy undertaken
by schools to address education and awareness of food security in learners. We owe an immense debt
of gratitude to these stakeholders that we find in South African schools, who go above and beyond
the call of duty through these interventions. We must do whatever we can to support and encourage
these compassionate initiatives.

That it is necessary to call for parliament to apply the same level of coordination, care and
compassion to the children of our nation is a tragedy, yet here we are. Let us confront past failures
with honesty, act with urgency, and a solutions-focused approached. Let us do whatever it takes to
protect mothers from being forced to cook water in empty pots and send their children to bed to curb
the feeling of hunger.
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