
 

 

 

 

 

Response 
June 4th 2020 
 

Child Protection Week during COVID-19  

Sunday 31st May was the International Day for Protection of Children, which is commemorated 

around the world to draw attention to children’s rights and welfare. Fittingly, it is also the UN Global 

Day of Parents, honoring the commitment of parents and caregivers to the wellbeing of children.1 

National Child Protection Week, from 31st May to 7th June, is commemorated in our country annually 

to raise awareness of the rights of children as articulated in the Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa and in the Children's Act 38 of 2005.  This year’s theme is ‘Let us all protect children during 

COVID-19 and beyond’. COVID-19 has laid bare the fault lines of inequality and the devastating 

impact it has had, and continues to have, on children.  

There has been much discussion about the low rate of COVID-19 infection among children and the 

small numbers of fatalities.2 However, while children might not bear the the direct burden of the 

disease, they are extremely vulnerable to the consequences of the virus and the impact it has on their 

families and communities. The immediate effect of the Level 5 lockdown was widespread hunger. 

Nine million children went without the most nutritious meal of the day, which was the one they 

received from school. Eight weeks later they are still not receiving that meal and it is nearly mid-

winter.  

The initial payment of grants and the distribution of food parcels was chaotic. Many household 

incomes were decimated, and unemployment rose sharply as the economy shut down. The twelve 

million South Africans who are dependent on social grants and the informal sector were desperately 

short of cash.  The Children's Institute at the University of Cape Town observes that “lockdown 

measures may reduce the chances of infection, but children also need responsive caregiving; good 

health; adequate nutrition; protection from violence and stress; and opportunities to learn. These 

elements are interdependent and mutually reinforcing and are essential to enable children to thrive 

and reach their full potential.”3  

Everyone is afraid of the imminent threat of the virus and the impact it may have on their homes and 

families. Children may not understand why they have to be indoors for such protracted periods; be 

fearful of becoming ill with the disease themselves; or worry about their caregiver becoming ill. Many 

children live with their grandparents as a consequence of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and may fear the 

loss of these, their primary caregivers. Children will have questions about death and dying, and these 

concerns should be discussed with them without being alarmist. Our social discourse is dominated by 

discussion of COVID-19 so these discussions cannot be avoided. The way we live and organize our 

lives is determined by the virus and the preventative measures adopted to avoid infection.  



There has been much discussion about children returning to school and it is here that years of systemic 

neglect are most apparent. In many parts of the country it is impossible to remedy the lack of running 

water and continued use of pit latrines, or to provide a properly sanitised environment in time for 

children to return to school. While home schooling is permitted it requires access to the internet and 

as such is not available to many, especially in the rural areas. A recent editorial in the Star stated that 

“it is incumbent on parents, communities and the government to ensure that children’s rights are 

protected, as enshrined in the Constitution. It is essential that their learning environment is well taken 

care of so that they don’t easily contract the coronavirus.”4 

Concerns have also been expressed regarding non-attendance at clinics during the lockdown. Children 

are not receiving routine vaccinations and pre- and post-natal check-ups are declining. Malnutrition 

is of particular concern during this time of food insecurity. Similarly, TB infection is a worry for 

those living in overcrowded conditions.   

The National Adoption Coalition of South Africa (NACSA) reports an increase in the number of 

abandoned babies during the lockdown.5 They have also expressed concern that the adoption process 

is particularly difficult under the lockdown, and that the delayed placement of babies with families 

has impacted negatively on the quality of the first 1 000 days of the child’s life.   

How we deal with COVID-19 will have a major impact on the future of our children. There is a need 

to adopt a holistic approach. According to the Children’s Institute, “we cannot afford to neglect 

children’s rights in times of crisis. If we do not attend to all aspects of their wellbeing during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it will have long-lasting consequences.”6 
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1https://www.politicsweb.co.za/opinion/safety-of-our-children-are-not-negotiable?utm_sou   
2 At the time of writing the results of the autopsies were not available.   
3https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/child-protection-week-2020-how-do-we-protect-children-during-covid-1   
4https://www.iol.co.za/the-star/opinion-analysis/editorial-time-to-reach-out-to-protect-south-africas-children-
48802196  
5 Interview with the National Adoption Coalition of South Africa on enca, 1st June 2020 
6 https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/child-protection-week-2020-how-do-we-protect-children-during-covid-
1   
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