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Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic and the economic hardship resulting from the lockdown in South
Africa have given rise to a vastly increased need for food aid, and a resultant sustained
effort by civil society, private donors and the public sector to address these needs.
One of the key elements of food assistance in Cape Town and the Western Cape has been
the difficulty experienced in knowing who is providing food, how much, the calorific
content, where, and how often. This lack of knowledge has hampered ongoing efforts,
giving rise to duplication of efforts, and potentially leading to areas of need being
overlooked. It has also meant that planning to address future areas of need has been
extremely challenging.
The Western Cape Economic Development Partnership (EDP) has been convening and
facilitating the NGO-WCG Food Relief Coordination Forum since April 2020. This forum
consists of a wide range of stakeholders in the public sector and civil society, all involved
in the provision of food aid within Cape Town and the Western Cape.
The need for a collaborative approach to recording, collating and mapping of civil society
food relief efforts has been an ongoing theme in meetings of the forum. For a considerable
period during the Covid pandemic, civil society efforts were not properly documented and
were therefore largely unrecognised and unacknowledged. It was only when significant
data was collected in June that the extent of civil society contribution to preventing
widespread hunger during the crisis was able to be seen.
On 12 August, the EDP convened a Zoom meeting with the team involved in collecting
NGO food relief data, to reflect on lessons learned on capturing this data, and to make
recommendations to the wider forum.
This is part of a ‘learning by doing’ adaptive management approach encouraged by the
forum, namely, step into action at multiple levels to address the crisis, and at the same
time, regularly pause to reflect on what we have been doing, learn quickly, adjust and
adapt our plans, approaches and practices, and repeat.
This report covers the following areas that were discussed:
1. The civil society food relief data journey: specific lessons and experiences
2. Further shared experiences and lessons
3. Measuring food relief efforts in Cape Town and the Western Cape – Jan Schenk,
ikapadata.com
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a. Demand vs supply
b. Standardisation of food relief definitions
c. Capacity building
4. Recommendations for action

CTICC2 HQ of Ladles of Love, an intermediary organisation that supplies up to 400 community food
distribution sites

1. The civil society food relief data journey: specific lessons and experience
1. The initial focus, within the WCG and the City of Cape Town, was to obtain and
consolidate data on NGOs – not necessarily what they were distributing, but where
they were located. The final list indicated that there were around 6 000 NGOs in the
Western Cape. Not all of them were involved in food relief.
Lesson: Different Departments within WCG and CCT have their own lists of NGOs, and
there was no single reliable source of information on where they are located, what they
do and whether or not they are functioning. It took considerable time and effort to obtain
the lists from the departments and to consolidate the lists.
Lesson: Provincial and City lists contain registered NGOs. This means that informal and
unregistered community organisations such as Community Action Networks (CANs) and
Community Kitchens are not recorded.
2. The first NGO-WCG Food Relief Forum meeting took place on 23 April.
• Initially, the forum focused on the larger ‘corporate’ food NGOs, i.e. those
distributing on behalf of the Solidarity Fund and the Department of Social
Development (DSD), such as the Red Cross, Islamic Relief, South African
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•

•

National Zakah Fund, Community Chest, Peninsula School Feeding Scheme,
Give of the Givers, Mustadafin Foundation, Food Forward, Afrika Tikkun, etc.
However, the forum broadened in scope over time, to include NGOs working at
grassroots, some of which had changed their focus to address the food issues,
as well as Community Action Networks (CANs), networks of community
kitchens, homeless people organisations and faith-based organisations and
ecumenical networks.
The scope then broadened again to include intermediary donors and networks
who were sourcing ingredients, or producing food, and then distributing this to
NGOs and micro-sites.

Lesson: NGOs, and wider civil society organisations (CSOs) are not a monolithic sector. It
is important to differentiate between different types of CSOs, to understand the different
capabilities, and to understand the relationships and networks between CSOs.
3. The WCG Cabinet requested a dashboard to track the distribution of government food
aid (largely food parcels). This included food assistance from the DSD, the Solidarity
Fund, the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) School Feeding Scheme, and
Department of Local Government (DLG) contributions to non-metro municipalities.
Lesson: It is relatively easy to track government food relief data, but this results in a
picture in which civil society efforts are not recorded. In addition, this data only provides
an historical record, and does not help to identify future need and allow agencies to react
and plan accordingly.
4. A number of efforts had begun to map civil society food data:
• Local coalitions, such as the Helderberg Collaborative Network and Stellenbosch
Unite
• The Provincial Treasury Nerve Centre
• The Community Chest proposed a platform
• LinkedTo (formerly HelpOut) aimed to build a multi-user system to track both
demand and supply
• Ikapadata.com: www.foodhelp.co.za
• Food Distribution Western Cape (www.fooddistribution.co.za)
The Food Relief Forum adopted the last option, with a number of core principles
governing its design and use:
• A collaborative, whole-of-society approach
• Mutual accountability
• Maximum transparency
• Self-registration by CSOs
• CSOs uploading their own data
• Sensitivity to issues such as ownership of data, use of data, and data privacy
Lessons:
• Technology platforms on their own do not provide the answers; they need to be
embedded in a network of individuals and organisations, working together for a
common purpose.
• There is often suspicion about who needs data, and the use to which it will be put.
• Data production and use discussions can become quite detailed and arcane; deep
discussions about different data governance approaches, for example, may not be
appropriate in the heat of a crisis.
• There is competition between organisations and data platforms, within and outside
government.
• There are also real limitations to CSOs self-loading their data and registering
themselves. Often community kitchens are not resourced to do this, and there are
limits to the extent of volunteerism available to assist with this process.
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5. At the end of May 2020, there was a collective decision that the process of CSOs selfregistering and self-loading their data was not fast enough to allow useful conclusions
to be drawn from the available information. As a solution, a combined effort from civil
society and the public sector engaged with +/- 14 intermediary organisations, and
loaded their information, complete up till 5 June, on the site.
This information was compiled in a report which was forwarded to the WCG dashboard.
The impact of CSO contribution to food relief in Cape Town and the Western Cape
immediately became apparent.
Lessons:
• In the absence of guidance from government, many CSO initiatives had to organise
themselves organically, meaning that virtually every organisation had to come up with
its own system for capturing and logging their food distributions. This made it very
difficult to reliably quantify the contribution of civil society to food relief in the country,
identify gaps in the network of food relief distributors and predict shortages of food
relief based on supply/demand models.
• A combined effort between the public sector, civil society organisations and the private
sector was needed to collect this data.
• The process required a great deal of technical guidance and hands-on effort from
multiple stakeholders. CSOs are generally too busy, under pressure to respond to daily
needs or under-resourced, for this to happen reliably.
• There were several significant challenges in collating this data, stemming from
differences in definitions of food aid, different taxonomies, and potential overlap and
double-counting of information.
• This data was still, however, only backward-looking, and could not provide insight into
future needs.
6. In July, a qualitative report of food needs was produced (Hunger is growing, emergency
food aid is dwindling, EDP Report to WCG Humanitarian Cluster Committee, 13 July
2020), based on observations and impressions from a range of CSOs. This report
revealed growing needs at a time when government and civil society resources were
declining.
Lesson: This report served as the previously-unheard shared voice of CSOs in and around
Cape Town and the Western Cape. Coupled with the data from the previous report, the
urgency of the situation was made much clearer to public authorities.
7. An update on CSO food distribution to the end of July is currently underway. Around
18 intermediary networks have been targeted for supplying this information.
Lesson: ‘Good enough’ data is usually adequate to identify trends and provide sufficient
insight to take action. Full and complete data from all CSOs in the system is not necessary.
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Innovative graphic to promote safe and effective community kitchens, produced by various
Community Action Networks (CANs) as part of Cape Town Together

2. Further shared experiences and lessons
•

One should not under-estimate the difficulty of CSOs self-capturing their relief efforts
on outside platforms.

•

Food relief definitions remain a constant challenge. It is clear that they need to be
standardised, but it is equally clear that this may take time.

•

It is vital, at the outset of any data programme, to understand what data is wanted,
how it is going to be used, and how it should be mapped. Without this clarity, there
will be ongoing operational definition issues.

•

It is important, while engaged in food relief mapping exercises, not to lose sight of the
objective of long-term food sustainability. This includes mapping all the actors,
stakeholders and potential partners in the food system.

•

CSOs are not incentivised to collect data. The importance of their doing so needs to
be clarified to them – for example, that it can be used to improve their access to
support, help them identify collaboration opportunities, influence other sectors, etc. It
is also important to remember that differently-sized organisations are driven by
different needs, and so would need to be convinced to share their data in different
ways.

•

It should be noted, however, that CSOs already collect data for those to whom they
report (i.e. donors or communities). CSOs collaborating to collect and communicate
data, though, is new. During this food crisis, collaborative data helped make the case
to the public sector of the impact of civil society in addressing the crisis.
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•

Different data can be expected from different organisations. Spatial mapping of relief
efforts of smaller organisations is possible, but quantities of food are more easily
captured by larger organisations.

•

There were a number of food data lessons specific to the City of Cape Town:
o Data proved invaluable in assessing the value and risks of different modes of
aid (food parcels, soup kitchens, etc.).
o Accountability is intrinsically linked to data at CCT. This has meant that nondata-driven accountability, such as that found at community kitchens, is difficult
for the City to recognise and utilise.
o In terms of assessing need, CCT vulnerability assessments, through their
Vulnerability Viewer tool, were very health-focused. This is changing, however,
to include data that reflects the degree of community organisation that exists
locally (given the effect this has on vulnerability and resilience), and should also
include an assessment of the degree of collaboration between organisations.
o The CCT is working on spatial plotting of CSOs to assist with future crisis
responses.
o It was difficult for CCT to combine its three food distribution mechanisms into
a single effort. They are now, however, compiling a shared retrospective report
of their efforts. (There is no single individual or department within CCT tasked
with food systems or food security.)
o With the next tranche of Mayor’s Food Relief distribution, CCT will require data
to determine where the need is.

Extreem Cuisine: Preparing frozen blocks of soup for distribution to decentralised sites
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3. Measuring food relief efforts in Cape Town and the Western Cape
Jan Schenk of ikapadata.com provided insights on the processes, challenges and
opportunities associated with measuring food relief efforts in Cape Town and the Western
Cape. Specifically, he focused on:
• Demand versus supply
• The standardisation of food relief definitions
• The need for capacity building.
Demand vs Supply
The measurement of food relief falls into two categories: demand and supply. Demand is
the estimate of the quantity of food relief that is required to avoid severe food shortages,
while supply is the actual amount of food relief being distributed.
Demand
To understand the challenges in measuring demand for food relief it is important to bring
clarity to some of key concepts. Food Security, according to one of the more popular
definitions provided by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations means
that ”(...) all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient,
safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active
and healthy life.” (FAO 2008)
Food Insecurity is then the result of the absence of one or more of the conditions listed
above. We usually measure food insecurity using standardised scales. A prominent
example would be the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS); an example of
one of the 18 questions making up the scale would be “In the past four weeks, did you or
any household member have to eat fewer meals in a day because there was not enough
food?”, usually as part of a survey. In South Africa, such surveys are conducted relatively
rarely and are typically restricted to specific areas. For example, the most comprehensive
and recent survey where the HFIAS was applied in Cape Town is the report on The State
of Household Food Security in Cape Town, South Africa (Hungry Cities Report 12) which
found that 36% of households in Cape Town experience severe food insecurity.
Importantly, the South African census does not cover food insecurity at all, and StatsSA’s
General Household Survey only includes a limited set of questions touching on food
insecurity but not a standardised scale. It is also representative only at a provincial and
national level, i.e. it does not offer insights for specific areas, which is problematic as food
insecurity is usually a sub-provincial phenomenon.
Food Vulnerability is the probability of being negatively impacted by a failure of some
or all drivers of the food system (biophysical, economic, social). It is usually measured via
proxies covering socio-economic status, poverty, employment, access to services and
health, with the assumption that poorer households are more vulnerable to shifts in the
food system.
An important factor that tends to be overlooked in measurements of demand for food relief
is Resilience, which describes the capacity to respond to the negative impacts of
biophysical, economic and social drivers affecting food systems. To explain the relationship
between vulnerability and resilience it is useful to compare the situation of semi-urban
township dwellers to rural subsistence farmers. While township dwellers often do better in
terms of socio-economic status, health, access to services etc, and would therefore be
considered to be less food vulnerable than their peers in rural areas, the access to land
and subsistence farming makes the latter more resilient to economic shocks impacting the
food system. On the other hand, a biophysical crisis, such as a drought, would be
devastating for the subsistence farmer, but would not necessarily pose an immediate risk
for someone living in Khayelitsha. There is no definite set of variables used for measuring
resilience, but it is possible to deduct some key drivers of resilience to food vulnerability
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in the South African context based on previous research, e.g.: social capital, household
composition, access to agricultural land, and access to food relief.
The problem with current ways of measuring demand for food relief is that they tend to
treat food systems as static, not dynamic constructs where food insecurity, vulnerability
and resilience are subject to different types of drivers and shocks, and they focus on the
measurement of food vulnerability because it is the dimension for which data is most
readily available. As a result, a common way of estimating demand for food relief is to use
the latest poverty indices at a geographical level (e.g. places, neighbourhoods and wards)
and calculate the proportion of people in need of food relief per area using poverty lines.
As much as this approach makes sense in a disaster management scenario where time is
of the essence, it is not sustainable for monitoring demand in the long term for the
following reasons:
• People in need of food relief located in socio-economically heterogeneous areas
tend to be overlooked as the calculation of mean scores per area make them
“invisible” to planners. An example would be the considerable number of
households in Bo-Kaap in central Cape Town in need of food relief. Because they
are part of a more affluent larger area they would not show up on a map of “hunger
hotspots” based on aggregated population statistics.
• Resilience is not taken into account; e.g. access to community gardens or social
capital (e.g. neighbourhoods with immigrants and first-generation economic
migrants being less resilient) are factors that would need to be taken into account.
• The problem that a spatially-driven measurement of demand tends to favour spatial
solutions. What is meant by this is that if one assumes that a large proportion of
residents in an area are in need of food relief then the most immediate reaction is
to offer services that cover the entire area, such as community kitchens, or offthe-truck distributions of food parcels, instead of targeting specifically vulnerable
populations.
This last point points to a larger problem with ongoing measures of food relief. Because
what one can expect to find if one establishes a distribution point for free food in a
relatively poor community is that the demand will surpass expectations and it is unlikely
to decrease over time. To use an example: at the beginning of a disaster period an area
is designated as a hotspot as the latest available population statistics put 60% of its
population of 10000 below the food vulnerability line. A community kitchen and food parcel
outlet are being established but they are soon overwhelmed as the actual figures exceed
the estimated 6000 in need of food relief. The likely reason for this apparent miscalculation
is that just because 40% of residents happen to be formally above the relevant poverty
line, they are not necessarily secure enough to pass up the opportunity of free food. They
might be less vulnerable than others in their neighbourhood but that does not make them
invulnerable, and they know that. And this dependency on the newly created food
opportunity is unlikely to decrease over time, unless there is a significant systemic
improvement of socio-economic conditions.
The point here is not that food relief should not be provided in the first place but the
measurement of “deservedness” as well as modes of distribution need to evolve once the
initial period of disaster has passed. Aside from building resilience (e.g. in the form of
community gardens, building social capital by connecting poor with affluent communities
via CANs etc.) this would mean a move to more targeted and individual (household)
measures of demand. The current shift to voucher systems is arguably a sign of this
transition, but of course this targeted approach also comes with difficulties, as there are
arguably only two methods of asserting “deservedness”. The objective method is to use
objective criteria and administrative data to establish whether one indeed deserves
support - which basically brings us right back to the social relief of distress grant and the
distribution of food parcels to deserving households. The subjective method requires some
sort of authority within the community to make the call on who is in need of food relief
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based on subjective impressions, which almost inevitably results in at least some level of
conflict or corruption as food relief becomes a tool for doing favours and settling scores.
Supply
Data collection on the supply side is about quantities: how much food is being sent where?
As straightforward the question might seem, so difficult it is to get a straight answer. There
are a number of reasons for this:
• The biggest problem is the lack of norms, standards or guidance when it comes to
the provision of food relief in South Africa. The government offers very little in that
regard, and in fact it seems that the government’s own food relief procedures are
not operating according to international standards, if one takes official food parcel
sizes as an example. While DSD claims that a government food parcel covers a
family of four for 30 days, the actual calorie content of a parcel accounts for little
more than half of that claim.
• Measurements of food relief are done idiosyncratically at every level. Government
departments, at different levels of government, and civil sector organisations
involved in food relief mostly seem to have their own, idiosyncratic approaches to
capturing, analysing and reporting their data.
• It is unrealistic to expect smaller players in the food relief sector to keep track of
their food relief quantities. They have more than enough to do to get food to people
and usually do not have the internal capacity to implement data capture and
reporting protocols.
We have learned that measurements of this kind are best done at the highest level possible
along the food relief chain. Instead of asking hundreds or thousands of distribution points
how many meals or parcels they serve per day or over a certain period of time, it makes
more sense to let a smaller number of large distributors (the so-called intermediaries; also
includes distributors of vouchers) to capture their bulk deliveries to those distribution
points.
A necessary requirement for standardisation is the agreement on definitions to be used
for the capturing of food quantities going forward. Our efforts in capturing of food relief
data lead us to the following suggestions:
• The basic unit of measurement should be people days - the amount of food that
satisfies the nutritional requirements of an adult for one day. Once one starts
accepting this basic concept as the central tenet of the taxonomy of food quantities,
other metrics start to fall into place and previous incongruous data points align.
• All data should be captured at the most disaggregated level possible. We have seen
that self-reported estimates of food parcel or meal serving sizes tend to be
optimistic and sometimes inaccurate. It is therefore better to know the “raw”
quantities (e.g. tons of potatoes or cans of lentils) than relying on estimates. The
raw values can be translated into calories (kcal) using nutritional calculators and
further calculated into people days using the WFP’s food basket of 2100 kcal as the
benchmark. There are online nutritional calculators with APIs, meaning that these
calculations can be done automatically in the backend.
• Where quantities cannot be captured at a disaggregated level it is necessary to
provide flexibility in the way aggregated quantities can be reported and agree on a
set of assumptions. For example:
• Instead of prescribing standardised food parcel sizes it is better to ask the
question: “How many people does one food parcel feed for how many days?”
• “Meals” is a very broad category and can mean anything from a selection of
fruits to a cooked meal with protein and starch. One can either assume that
a cooked meal roughly covers a third of an adult’s nutritional requirements
and cold meal about a sixth. Or one develops a classification of meal types
(e.g. sandwich, soup, cooked meal with protein, porridge) and assigns more
fine-grained ratios to each one.
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•

Vouchers can be quantified as people days by dividing the monetary value
of the voucher by the minimum daily cost of food. Based on the lower
poverty line expenses for food this should be around R18/day/individual.

The Case for Building Organisational Capacity and Developing Tools for Capturing
Food Relief Data
An important point to make is that a focus on the supply side (intermediaries) will also
lead to a fairly complete picture of distribution points. While it is still necessary to seek
out local grassroots organisations that operate independently so they can be included in
the mapping exercise, the vast majority of distribution points in the form of grassroots
organisations are already on the intermediaries’ lists and can be sourced from there.
But the key lesson is to ensure that the intermediaries have the necessary capacity and
tools to capture their deliveries in a consistent and efficient fashion. Our experience of
working with these organisations and their data has shown that they all keep track of their
food relief efforts, but in the absence of standards and guidance every organisation
basically had to come up with its own system, and as a result it is extremely difficult to
bring all this information into a standardised format that would allow us to gain a nearcomplete overview of the flows of food relief in the province. Some organisations also
simply struggle to come up with and maintain a stock-taking and logging system, and
have chosen tools they are familiar with, but which are not appropriate for this kind of
data capture and reporting.
There are different ways of promoting or enforcing consistency and uniformity in reporting
food relief data. Regulations would be one example: if you want to be a distributor of food
relief you have to stick to particular standards for keeping track of the food you deliver.
Another approach would be to build an “ideal” system and expect organisations to adopt
it. What we are proposing instead is to build within these organisations basic capacity in
the form of a shared understanding of the data points that are useful and necessary in
capturing food relief data and to work directly with these organisations to find ways they
can report their data according to these standards using as much as possible their existing
systems. In cases, where existing systems are simply inadequate or the organisation
expresses a clear desire to move to a more capable system one can offer a simple, userfriendly and low-cost solution that will allow them to manage their food relief data and
produce data reports according to the required standards.
Such an approach does not rule out regulations and a unifying system at a later stage. In
fact, we argue that it is a necessary step in that direction: a) it will create the conditions
under which organisations will be able to comply with regulations without having to
reinvent their modus operandi on a whim, and b) it will provide crucial insights into the
ways these organisation operate and reduce the gap between their current ways of doing
things and how they would need to do them using a standardised system.
The overall rationale behind this approach is to incentivise the buy-in of intermediaries to
report their food relief data in a consistent and useful fashion by meeting them halfway
and letting them use the tools they are comfortable using without overwhelming them.
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Preparation of hot soup through the Brewers Soup Collective, Woodstock, for distribution to
decentralised sites

4. Recommendations for action
1. Circulate report to members of the Western Cape NGO-Government Food Relief
Coordination Forum for discussion and feedback
2. Table report at the WCG Humanitarian Cluster Committee for discussion
3. Engage further with the CCT’s socio-economic vulnerability index team
4. Build organisational capacity by developing a shared taxonomies and set of
definitions using the following steps:
• Develop an easily accessible and understandable online resource which can be
accessed by practitioners in food relief when required.
• Use existing forums of food relief practitioners to share awareness of this
resource.
• Offer webinars to introduce the guidelines to a larger audience with the
possibility of answering questions and offering clarifications.
• Offer one-on-one briefings with the relevant data managers in individual
organisations. The one-on-one briefings will be an opportunity to gain a deeper
understanding of an organisation’s data capture and reporting processes and
make recommendations for tweaking them in a way so they conform with the
desired standards. In some cases this can be as simple as ensuring that header
rows in Excel sheets are labelled consistently or cells are not merged. In other
cases it might require building a report template in the database software used
by the organisation.
5. Develop a toolbox of lightweight solutions that make the reporting process easier
for the organisations. These range from Excel or Google Sheets templates to
Airtable or Salesforce templates and web forms for quick data capture or uploading
reporting sheets.
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6. Engage food and nutrition research and policy networks to broaden data
partnerships
7. Evaluate data requirements and data partnerships for implementation of provincial
and local post-Covid recovery plans, including transition to food and nutrition
security
For more information on this report, contact Andrew Boraine of the EDP at
Andrew@wcedp.co.za.
Food Relief Data lessons – attendees 12 August 2020.
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