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Co-ordinating food
relief during
Covid-19

Lessons from the NGO-Government
Food Relief Forum in the Western Cape,
April – September 2020

Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic and the social and
economic hardship resulting from the lockdown in
South Africa gave rise to a vastly increased need
for food aid. This need emerged early in
lockdown, and led to a sustained effort by civil
society, private donors, and the public sector,
especially sub-national government, to address
this crisis.
Given the multiple role-players from all sectors of
society in this effort, the need for the coordination
of food relief programmes quickly became
apparent.
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The Western Cape Economic Development
Partnership (EDP), an independent not-for-profit
organisation focused on building partnering
solutions for complex socio-economic issues,
therefore convened a Food Relief Forum to help
with this process under the banner: Connect,
Communicate, Collaborate.
This report details the history of this Forum, as
well as some of the lessons that emerged from its
members, processes, and results.

The origin of the Forum
Food insecurity in poor and vulnerable communities
in Cape Town and the Western Cape was prevalent
before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic. (For
example, see The Urban Food Systems of Cape Town,
South Africa, 2017; The State of Household Food
Security in Cape Town, South Africa, 2018).
The pandemic exacerbated food insecurity in three
ways: ·
Impact of lockdown. Lockdown, and curtailment
of economic activities since end-March 2020,
negatively affected the livelihoods of the ‘existing
poor’, i.e. street traders, spaza shops, small-scale
fishers and farmers, and seasonal farm workers,
and created a significant number of the ‘newly
poor’, through job losses and small business
closures. ·
Poor performance of the national government.
Research by Prof Jeremy Seekings has shown that
“the total amount of food distributed (through
food parcels and feeding schemes) in the first
three months of the lockdown was a tiny fraction
of what was needed urgently – and was even a
small fraction of what would ordinarily have been
distributed without a lockdown. Because of the
suspension of national school feeding, much less
food was distributed in total under the lockdown
than before it.” Moreover, special measures put in
place by national government did not timeously
deliver the required relief. ·

Unequal burden of disease. As the 2020 Global
Nutrition Report makes clear, “Covid-19 does not
treat us equally. Undernourished people have
weaker immune systems, and may be at greater
risk of severe illness due to the virus. At the same
time, poor metabolic health, including obesity
and diabetes, is strongly linked to worse Covid-19
outcomes, including risk of hospitalisation
anddeath.” The disease burden of the pandemic
further exacerbated food insecurity, especially in
the identified ‘hotspot’ areas, through disruptions
to households in general and CSO food relief
operations in particular, and through quarantine
and isolation, spread of infections, fatalities, and
bereavement.
The Covid-19 lockdown in South Africa began on 27
March 2020. Civil society in Cape Town had already
begun responding to the effects of the lockdown
through, for example, Community Action Networks
(CANs), informal networks set up to address
immediate needs within communities. On 30 March,
the EDP convened an online engagement session
between Western Cape Premier Alan Winde and
representatives of some of the CANs. During this
session, it became apparent that, while prevention of
the spread of infection was vital, addressing food
insecurity and hunger was the top priority for these
relief efforts.
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“Many volunteers are worried
about families with low or no
income and how they can be fed.
In every community there are
families without enough food.
Many volunteers are prepared to
set up food distribution and soup
kitchens to redistribute food and
work with local charities and
existing feeding schemes but
there is confusion over whether
these can operate”. – Community
Action Network member

By 13 April, the EDP had compiled a case study on
the food relief efforts of seven CANs, to track
learnings and identify issues being experienced.
One of the recommendations emerging from this
case study was the need for the establishment of a
virtual forum to coordinate food relief efforts.
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“Only a whole-of-society approach
through the efforts of all spheres
of society can help curb the
pressure we experience on our
available services. In this regard,
our NGO partners are critical to
helping us deliver this feeding
programme during this difficult
time, and the existing network in
place will ensure that we can get
food to those who need it most,
as quickly as possible”. – Western
Cape Government press
statement, 05 April 2020

The inaugural Food Relief Forum meeting was held
via Zoom on 23 April. The initial membership of the
Forum were drawn mainly from the larger food
NGOs, mainly involved with the delivery of food
parcels, together with officials from the Western
Cape Government and the City of Cape Town. Over
time, civil society membership diversified to include
grassroots organisations involved at the communitylevel, including smaller NGOs, community action
networks (CANs), community kitchens, faith-based
organisations and homeless shelters, as well as
intermediary organisations and networks involved in
sourcing donations of food, money and resources,
and channelling these resources to hundreds of
micro food distribution sites on a weekly basis.
A list of the civil society Forum members who
attended over time is available here.
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A different purpose and
approach
From the outset, the Forum was explicitly focused on
providing a platform where participants from all
sectors of society could:·
Organise a whole-of-society approach towards
meeting food needs in poor and vulnerable
communities during the Covid-19 crisis·
Source accurate two-way information and
intelligence gathering and sharing about who is
doing what and where·
Support collective problem solving and
unblocking·
Support partnering between NGOs, between civil
society and government and within government·
Build relationships of trust that could endure
beyond the crisis
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The Forum also explicitly adopted an approach that
was different from traditional public-private sector
interactions. From the outset, possibly prompted by
the extraordinary circumstances prevailing at the
time of its establishment, the Forum operated as an
intentionally neutral platform, with an inherent
presumption that participants were united behind
the shared objective of food relief.

Forum discussions were solution-focused and
not linked to participants’ levels of authority or
status. Fast, simple solutions and rapid
feedback were favoured over long detailed
conversations or a concern for mandates.

The value of data, in particular, was appreciated by all
participants. There was also a consistent willingness
by NGOs with experience in food relief to share their
learnings, whether significant or mundane, with the
many participants who were new to running soup
kitchens or distributing food parcels.
This approach led to the creation of many new
relationships and networks within food relief. Several
of these relationships were between organisations
operating close to one another, assisting similar
groups of people, and this allowed area-based
synergies which had been previously invisible to be
utilised.
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Evolving areas of focus
Phase 1: Connecting, communicating and collaborating
In April 2020, the Forum was, of necessity, focused on
the immediate challenges of providing
unprecedented levels of food relief. Many of the
Forum participants were civil society organisations
(CSOs) which had had to pivot from their traditional
areas of expertise to help address this crisis. Initial
Forum engagements were therefore concentrated on
issues such as:·
Exploring how to map food efforts·
Identifying gaps in food relief efforts·
Addressing practical issues in food relief, such as
permits for food distribution, licencing of soup
kitchens, and safety issues surrounding the
warehousing and transport of food to soup
kitchens.·

Sharing expertise between experienced food
relief schemes and organisations new to this: the
Service Dining Rooms, for example, produced a
Standard Operating Practice document on how to
operate a food relief operation in a compliant
way.·
Identifying role-players within the system who
could assist with these issues, and ensuring that
they were accountable to the Forum.·
Addressing the lack of clarity on roles and
responsibilities between civil society and the
public sector in food relief.·
Understanding the regulatory changes associated
with Lockdown level changes, such as that from
level 5 to level 4 on 1 May 2020.

Phase 2: Food relief data gathering and analysis
As time progressed, the Forum discussions began to
focus on sourcing and providing accurate food relief
data. This included public sector efforts, such as the
provision of food parcels, with the Western Cape
Government (WCG) sharing its food relief data
platform with the Forum. Over time, WCG also began
to provide information about non-food relief, such as
the Special Covid-19 Grant, the distribution of masks,
and the strategy for Covid-19 ‘hotspot’ areas.
The main issue, however, remained the absence of an
accurate sense of the quantity and quality of food
relief being provided by civil society. Over the course
of around 6 weeks, a food distribution website was
created, with input and data from Forum members
(www.fooddistribution.co.za), put together by
volunteers headed by U-Turn Homeless Ministries.
This website aimed to try and generate an overall
sense of the extent of the need for food, and how
much of this need was being met by CSOs.
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Coupled with the information provided by the WCG,
clarity about where food needs were, and were not,
being met, began to emerge.

However, the limitations of expecting CSOs,
particularly those operating at a grassroots
level, to self-register and self-report via a
website soon became apparent, and new
ways had to be found to collect and collate
civil society food relief data.

The data collection challenge was resolved by a team
of volunteers who engaged directly with the
approximately 18 larger intermediary food networks
involved in channelling donations (from citizens,
corporates, supermarkets, farmers, restaurants, etc.)
to micro food distribution points run by grassroots
NGOs, CANs and community kitchens. While this
process did not necessarily produce comprehensive
data, it nevertheless produced ‘good enough’ data to
demonstrate the massive role in food relief being
played by civil society. A food data report published
on 19 June, showed that civil society had collectively
distributed a total of 3,080,998 ‘people days’, a unit
which effectively measures quantities of food as the
number of days they would feed a single adult. This is
different from the total number of people actually
fed, which is much higher, but allows the aggregation
and comparison ofquantities across the different
categories of food parcels, meals, vouchers, and bulk
food.

A food data learning report, which detailed some of
the lessons from the data collection and collation
processes, was produced on 19 August.

During the first four months of
the crisis, civil society food relief
mobilisation amounted to
5,212,402 ‘people days’, a lifesaving distribution of
humanitarian resources to poor
and vulnerable areas in the
Western Cape during the Covid-19
pandemic.

An updated civil society food data report published
on 10 September,showed that during the first four
months of the crisis, civil society food relief
mobilisation amounted to 5,212,402 ‘people days’, a
life-saving distribution of humanitarian resources to
poor and vulnerable areas in the Western Cape
during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Phase 3: Hunger is growing, emergency food aid is dwindling
Over time, the context of the Forum changed. By July,
there had been a shift from total lockdown to partial
lockdown, and an associated shift from ‘crisis’ to
‘recovery’ mode. There was a focus on opening the
economy, the return to schools and universities,
people going back to work, the stimulation of incomes
and livelihoods, and on community economic
recovery.
This impacted to some extent on those donating and
volunteering in terms of their available time. There
was also a psychological and emotional shift, beyond
the initial solidarity shown during the lockdown, to
getting on with the ‘new normal’. Allied to that was a
public sector shift from widespread provision of
emergency food relief to focused health and fatalities
management in hot spots, with targeted testing,
provision of quarantine and isolation facilities, public
education on health and safety, ICU facilities, and
masks. Food relief had become a relatively small
component of the hot spot strategy.
Continued social relief from the government was now
through the SASSA Special Covid-19 grant and school
feeding schemes, rather than food parcels. Food relief
was now being seen as a last resort contingency,
rather than a programme of government.

By the end of June, 89% of NGOs
reported that food needs were
growing, while 70% reported that
resources were declining
At the same time, Forum members continued to
report that the need for food was in fact increasing,
not decreasing, while at the same time, civil society
resources were under pressure due to donor and
volunteer fatigue.This led to the production of a new
report via the Forum in mid-July entitled Hunger is
growing, emergency food aid is dwindling based on
observations and impressions from a range of CSOs.
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This report revealed growing needs at a time when
government and civil society resources were
declining, and made eight recommendations for
further action.

“Families are starving, struggling
and urgently waiting for food
hampers. The situation is VERY
bad, we cannot feed our babies
and our children are asking for
bread, they need to eat. We are
single Moms who have lost jobs.” –
Witzenberg community member

“For Mandela Day, the church will
feed 10 000 children in the
community - all private
donations. We are planning to
wind up the project end of
August. Dit is a baie haartseer
saak” – Worcester faith-based
organisation

The true impact of the report stemmed from the fact
that this was the first time that the previouslyunheard shared voice of CSOs in and around Cape
Town was heard in terms of their efforts for food
relief. This helped ensure that the urgency of the
situation was made much clearer to public
authorities.

“Our challenge is that providing
the amount of food we are
currently buying and producing is
not sustainable going forward.
The situation is no longer an
immediate crisis but a long term
economic disaster.” –
Intermediary food relief
organisation

Phase 4: Transitioning from food aid to food security
This also meant that the focus of the Forum had to
change. It had to begin to pay more attention to
the factors that could impact negatively on food
security in vulnerable areas and groups over the
next 3-6 months, such as shrinking government
finances, donor and volunteer fatigue, rising rates
of community infections in hotspots, winter flooding
in informal settlements, disruptions to basic food
supplies due to hotspots in agriculture, agriprocessing, manufacturing, transport and logistics
chains, disruptions to municipal services, safety and
security issues, etc. The Forum also became keenly
aware of the value of linking short-term food relief
programmes, and participants’ work as local food
practitioners and community networkers, to ideas
and campaigns around future food security as part
of ‘building back better’.
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Forum results

From mid-April to mid-September 2020, the Forum
met on a regular basis. Over this time, it achieved a
number of its specific objectives.·

Connected organisations and sectors that
otherwise may have worked in isolation
Introduced grassroots community structures to
intermediary food providers·
Served as a platform for CSOs and government to
access intelligence that they did not have on their
own·
Identified issues that were blocking effective
distribution of food relief·
Established new relationships between the public
sector and civil society with respect to food relief
as well as more general responses to Covid-19
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·

Created processes to collect and collate data on
civil society food relief·
Developed a set of criteria to support a ‘multi-user
shared mapping system for food relief’ ·
Collated and highlighted food relief innovations –
logistics, new technologies, value for money,
digital vouchers, measuring nutritional value·
Created new relationships and strengthened
existing relationships within the food relief arena·
Raised broader awareness on the issue of food
insecurity and poor nutrition

The food crisis alerted us (Cape
Town, and cities in general) of
how important food is to our
social economy and well-being.
The catalytical value of food
across all scales of society has
also been underscored: health,
education, jobs and social
mobilisation” – NGO forum
member

There were also a number of valuable unintended
consequences of the Forum.·
In several instances, food relief organisations
and kitchens operating in close proximity were
unaware of one another. The Forum helped
these organisations and kitchens establish
linkages and relationships, and in some cases
economies of scale were established. There was
also local sharing of best practice and issue
resolution that stemmed directly from these
relationships coming into being.·
Via the Forum, learnings from a number of digital
voucher providers could be analysed and
communicated, helping determine the relative
value of this form of aid versus others such as
food parcels. ·
The Forum helped inform the establishment of
the Community Kitchens programme, in terms of
which 110 local kitchens were provided with
digital vouchers from donors on a weekly basis,
as well as the Community Recovery programme,
where 225 Community Kitchens use vouchers to
purchase locally in order to stimulate the local
economy.·
Forum members were also polled for their views
on the impact of the Forum. A significant
majority of them stated that one unexpected
benefit of their participation was a better
understanding of government, its priorities and
processes, and its contributions to mitigating the
effect of the Covid-19 crisis.

Forum output
The EDP was acutely aware that learnings from this
Forum were particularly valuable in a time of crisis,
and that capturing these learnings, and ensuring
their distribution, could help prevent others having to
discover solutions from scratch. As a result, the EDP
generated a range of documents and reports that
were made widely available.
Record of all Forum meetings, April – September
20202.
Partnering in a time of crisis – what we are
learning, April 20203.

Best practice report on the Service Dining Rooms,
April 20204.
Hunger is growing, emergency food aid is
dwindling, July 20205.
A window of opportunity for food systems change,
July 20206.
Cape Town Food Dialogues 2020: Panel
discussion on food and crisis, August 20207.
Innovation in using digital vouchers learning
report, August 20208.
Mapping the data behind civil society food relief
learning report, August 20209.
Report on civil society food relief data, September
2020
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What made the Forum work?
Established in a time of crisis, the Forum was able to
operate without many of the traditional constraints
which can hamper such collaborative efforts.
The different approach taken by the Forum – one of
neutrality, collaboration, rapid response, creating
space for building trust, and a spirit of collaboration,
has been detailed above.
Underpinning this approach, however, was a
relatively structured process which enabled this
freedom.

Regular engagement - Forum
meetings were held weekly at
the height of the crisis, and
then every two weeks, and
always at the same time
Co-creation- Each meeting was
preceded with a shared agenda,
to which participants were
encouraged to contribute
Business-like- Meetings ran to
time
Action-orientated- The focus
was on ‘doing’ rather than
‘debating’
Adaptive approach – During a
crisis, things change quickly.
Members were encouraged to
‘step into action’, rather than
wait for the ‘perfect plan’ or
‘perfect data’, and at the same
time to regularly reflect,
evaluate, learn, and adapt and
adjust
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Speedy communications - A full
report for each meeting,
including agreed action points,
was distributed on the same day
as the meeting
Accountability- Where
participants delivered on their
actions or provided solutions to
issues raised, this was
communicated to the rest of the
Forum immediately
Maintain contacts - The
database of participants was
constantly updated, and
distributed after each meeting
Decentralised- Participants
were provided with direct
contact details for those who
could assist them individually.
The Forum did not try and
coordinate all activities of all
members but rather
encouraged members to work
directly in partnership with
each other.

.

The impact of the Forum was enhanced through its
access via the EDP to the Western Cape
Government’s bi-weekly (later weekly) Humanitarian
Cluster Committee (HCC), a ‘whole-of-government’
approach to the crisis incorporating seven provincial
government departments, SASSA, the City of Cape
Town and five District Municipalities. This meant that
public sector officials participating in the Forum were
able to represent and act on an integrated
government approach, and not just the views of
individual departments.
This emphasises the importance of creating
partnerships within and between public sector
institutions in order to enhance partnering and
collaboration between government and society.
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Government officials participated in the Forum in
an open and engaging manner.Requests for
information were responded to promptly, either
at the meeting or through follow-up
communications.

Hierarchies, positions and status were left at
the door as everyone rolled up their sleeves
and worked together.

These attitudes and behaviours assisted the
process of trust-building.
During September, NGO members were asked
to provide feedback on the impact of the Forum
in the form of a survey. The following was
reported:·
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85% reported connecting with organisations
that they hadn’t before.·
67% connected with government in a new
way.·
78% got a better understanding of
government plans, processes and responses.·
61% were better able to implement the
mandate and strategy of their own
organisations.·
78% collaborated better with other members
on new or existing projects and processes.·
83% were able to adapt actions of their own
organisations in response to information
received in the Forum.·
93% would like to continue to collaborate
with organisations or government
officials from the Forum.

Transition from food aid to
sustainable food systems
As early as May 2020, in confirming the purpose of the
Forum, members were aware of the need to find ways to
think beyond short-term food relief: “...the Forum is aware
of the value of linking short-term food relief programmes,
and participants’ work as local food practitioners and
community networkers, to ideas and campaigns around
future food security as part of ‘building back better’. At a
subsequent meeting, it was agreed to “focus on both
emergency food aid (for the short-term crisis) and food
security/food sovereignty (working on a long-term
recovery - building back better)”.
In the survey of NGO members referred to above, a
wide range of ideas and actions were put forward as a
basis for community-led recovery, from interventions
in the food system (particularly food access and
availability, and support for community food gardens)
to wider issues of health and wellness, livelihoods,
entrepreneurship, access to resources, creating new
markets, safety and security, and working with
informality. The member’s inputs are available here.
At the Forum meeting held on 17 September, it was
agreed that is was an appropriate moment in time to
bring this ‘first chapter’ of the Food Forum to a close,
namely, the coordination of food relief during a time
of crisis, and to look to continue collaboration in new
ways on wider food system change and better
nutritional outcomes. There was agreement amongst
both NGO and public sector members that it was
important not to squander the relationships of trust
that have been built over the past six months, and
that it is vital to build on the willingness to work
together that was evidenced, to address both the
post-Covid recovery as well as development
challenges in new ways.
Accordingly, the EDP as Forum convenor was
mandated to consult with government, civil society
and food research and policy networks on a possible
‘second chapter’ role for the Forum, and to report to
Forum members on 22 October.

It was noted that food system change is much wider
than food relief, involving rural and urban production,
processing, distribution, consumption, access,
affordability, and waste management, amongst
others. Supporting and enabling community-led
recovery covers an even wider set of issues and
stakeholders. It was agreed that any future role for
the Forum would require a ‘refreshing’ of its mandate,
as the Forum’s original mandate was specifically to
assist with the coordination of food relief during the
height of the Covid-19 food crisis.

A strong message emerged from NGO
members for their public sector colleagues:
that collaboration with civil society should not
just take place during times of crisis, only to
revert to type during a return to ‘normality’,

In the spirit of ‘doing things differently’,there is a need
to shift the traditional public sector community
engagement approach from ‘participation’ - mainly
commenting on government policies and plans - to
‘partnering’, which involves co-planning and coimplementation.

This implies that government needs to give
attention to how it can support and enable
community-led recovery ideas and actions as
much as it focuses on delivering its own
projects and programmes.

One theme in particular that emerged during the
work of the Forum is how the South African public
sector struggles to deal with informality.
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The onerous public sector regulatory
environment makes it seemingly impossible for
government to channel public resources, e.g.
grant funding, land and building leases, to civil
society organisations that are not ‘formalised’
and ‘registered’.

Yet the majority of community-led initiatives – food
kitchens, community gardens, micro-farmers, ECD
centres, traders and spazas in the local food system,
waste pickers, etc, are informal and unregistered. The
sectors of society that need the most support are
therefore often unseen, unrecognised and
unsupported.

The Western Cape NGO-Government Food Relief
Coordination Forum has demonstrated that, when
structured correctly, and with the right collaborative
attitudes and behaviours, government and civil
society are able to work together to address urgent
crises and improve governance outcomes.
In transitioning to possible new roles and structures,
we need to formally record in general the impressive
collective efforts of government, civil society
organisations, citizen, corporate and philanthropic
donors and the farming community, as well as the
specific role of the Food Forum members over the
past six months during the Covid-19 crisis.

Telephone : +27 (0) 21 832 0200
Email: info@wcedp.co.za
Office address: Tannery Office Park, East Block 05, 21 – 23
Belmont Road
Rondebosch, South Africa
7700

●

●

