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Abstract

Background: Many individuals are grappling with food insecurity due to the ongoing global recession. Childhood malnutrition
poses a risk factor for adult morbidities, underscoring the need for cost-effective strategies to prevent and combat this issue. This
study aimed to determine the impact and challenges of in-school nutrition programs, shedding light on the difficulties faced
within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods: A cross-sectional survey of schools across four South African provinces—Gauteng, Western Cape, Northwest, and
KwaZulu-Natal—was conducted between April 2022 and May 2022. A total of 36 schools were selected at random. Three
interviews (questionnaires) were administered to each school’s principal, teacher, and food handler. Additionally, an observational
checklist was employed. Qualitative data underwent thematic analysis utilizing an inductive approach through Atlas. ti software,
while Microsoft Excel was utilized to analyze the checklist data. Results were presented using descriptive statistics.

Results: The school communities have experienced substantial overall benefits from the school feeding programs. Survey results
demonstrated a noteworthy reduction in the prevalence of unemployment, poverty, dependency on grants, and larger families
within the surveyed districts. However, some meals were consumed less frequently due to a lack of flavor.

Conclusions: The school feeding programs have yielded positive impacts. In order to enhance outcomes, there is a need to
incorporate more protein-rich foods (such as meat and eggs) and a more comprehensive array of spices/flavors. These changes
will respectively enhance the nutritional content and appeal of the meals.
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1. Introduction augment its in-school nutritional contributions.
As a result of these collaborations, numerous
schools now offer breakfast in addition to the

NSNP-provided lunch. These efforts represent

Over the past three decades, numerous countries
have significantly improved child nutrition.

However, South Africa continues to grapple
with high rates of malnutrition and stunting.
Approximately one in four children in the country
is affected by stunting, and acute malnutrition
contributes to one-third of all in-hospital deaths
(1). These concerning trends indicate inadequate
nutritional intake, often stemming from elevated
levels of food insecurity. In response, the South
African government introduced the National
School Nutrition Programme (NSNP), an initiative
that has been pivotal in addressing this issue. The
NSNP provides meals to over nine million children
daily during the school year. The program’s
primary objective is to fulfil 30-40% of a child’s
recommended daily dietary allowance (RDA). Over
several years, the NSNP has formed collaborations
with various public and private organizations,
including the Tiger Brands Foundation (TBF), to

crucial interventions in food security and poverty
alleviation (2, 3).

1.1. COVID-19 and Food Insecurity

The nutrition status of infants and young
children has faced further deterioration due to
several compounding factors, such as the food
crisis 2008, escalating political instability, looming
conflicts, and the current coronavirus pandemic
(4, 5). Notably, the COVID-19 pandemic has
significantly exacerbated theissue of food insecurity
and disrupted the consistent provision of meals to
school-going children. As nutrition emerges as a
pivotal risk factor for chronic diseases, scientific
evidence increasingly underscores the profound
impact of dietary adjustments on health across the
lifespan (6, 7).
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To date, children appear to have largely
been spared from the direct health effects of
the pandemic, but the crisis is still significantly
impacting their well-being (8). According to the
United Nations Statistics Division (9), children
of all ages in different countries are affected,
particularly by the socio-economic impacts and,
in some cases, by mitigation measures that may
inadvertently cause more harm than good (10). As
a global crisis, the impact on many children may
be lifelong (11, 12). Furthermore, the detrimental
effects of this pandemic are not equally distributed;
children in the poorest countries and the most
impoverished neighborhoods are the most brutal
hit, especially those already in disadvantaged or
vulnerable situations. There are three primary
channels through which children are affected
by this crisis: infection by the virus itself, the
immediate socio-economic impacts of measures
to halt the virus’s spread, and the potential long-
term effects of delayed implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals.

1.2. School Feeding Programs in South Africa

In many quintile 1-3 schools in South Africa,
breakfast is provided in addition to the NSNP
lunch, either through the NSNP program itself
or via public or private partners, such as the TBE.
However, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly
disrupted schools™ ability to feed children (13)
consistently. Public health measures led to school
closures and rotational schooling. Heightened
health safety measures may also have caused delays
in food preparation and serving, and there were
some anecdotal reports of difficulties in sourcing
ingredients, particularly proteins.

Food security has been defined as the
“availability and accessibility of food of sufficient
quality and quantity in a socially and culturally
acceptable manner” (14). Furthermore, nutritional
security acknowledges that gender, education,
access to water, and sanitation all impact
nutritional status beyond food availability. Food
sovereignty suggested securing the right to food,
including people’s access to food production, such
as land, fishing resources, and seeds (15). In 2012,
the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC)
conducted the first South African Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey (SANHANES-1).
Using other survey data, SANHANES-1 found
that hunger decreased from 52.3% in 1999 to 25.9%
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in 2008 and 26.0% in 2012. Some provinces like
Limpopo (30.8%) and the Eastern Cape (36.2%)
recorded higher rates of hunger in 2012 (16).

School feeding programs have a dual objective
of supporting education through two primary
pathways: 1) enhancing school access and
participation, as these programs serve as incentives
for children to attend school, and 2) improving
learning capabilities by ensuring better nutritional
intake (17). Schools serve as excellent platforms for
implementing health and education interventions,
given the widespread attendance of children.

1.3. Advantages of In-School Nutrition

There exist several compelling reasons
to implement school meal initiatives, which
encompass the following aspects:

o Nutrition: Providing adequate nourishment
plays a pivotal role in enhancing the nutritional
well-being of children. School meals can
address malnutrition-related issues, including
micronutrient deficiencies, provided that the
meals incorporate the specific micronutrients
lacking in children’s diets (16). The significance of
this observation is heightened by the findings of
SANHANES-1, which highlighted a substantial
prevalence of vitamin A deficiency (16).

e Short-term Hunger: Implementation of
school feeding programs effectively diminishes
short-term hunger among students. Consequently,
this reduction in hunger positively influences
concentration levels within the classroom,
ultimately leading to enhanced learning outcomes.

e Attendance: School meal programs
motivate families to send their children to school,
fostering higher attendance and enrollment rates,
particularly among girls (18, 19). Prolonged periods
spent in school and attaining advanced educational
milestones are believed to mitigate risks associated
with teenage pregnancy and HIV infection (14).

e Support for Orphaned and Vulnerable
Children: Children affected by HIV and AIDS
and those residing in impoverished conditions
or within child-headed households often rely on
school meals as a vital source of daily sustenance.

e Stimulation of Agriculture: By sourcing food
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from local farmers, selecting in-school nutrition
programs stimulate agricultural activities. This
approach provides local farmers with a consistent
market and stable prices and encourages the
adoption of improved production techniques (19).

In essence, school feeding programs are
indispensable in bolstering educational pursuits
and addressing various socio-economic challenges
children face. The multi-faceted benefits encompass
nutritional enhancement, improved classroom
engagement, heightened attendance rates, support
for vulnerable population segments, and promotion
of sustainable agricultural practices.

1.4. Challenges in Child Nutrition

The implementation of strict lockdown measures
caused a significant surge in unemployment and
food insecurity, amplifying the risks to children’s
nutrition and overall health. A study (20) revealed
that the initial stringent COVID-19 lockdown
resulted in job loss, poverty, and isolation from
protective social networks, depriving many
families of the necessary resources for child care.
In April 2020, during the level 5 lockdown, nearly
half (47%) of households reported running out
of funds for purchasing food. Notably, 15% of
households experienced child hunger (21, 22).
Additionally, there was a considerable surge in food
prices, with a 12.6% increase in the cost of a basic
household food basket observed between March
2020 and March 2021 (23). These challenges at the
household level were exacerbated by the closure
of schools and the suspension of the National
School Nutrition Programme (NSNP), which
typically provides nutritious meals daily to over
nine million children during the school term. The
closure of Early Childhood Development (ECD)
facilities further exacerbated the situation, causing
young children who relied on these facilities for
nutrition to lose access. To address the impact of
the lockdown, the national government initiated a
disaster relief program in May 2020. This program
included top-ups to social grants, the introduction
of the COVID-19 Social Relief of Distress (SRD)
grant and COVID-19 Caregiver Allowance, the
implementation of the Temporary Employer/
Employee Relief Scheme (TERS), and emergency
food assistance (24). These measures positively
influenced the rates of household and child hunger
during that period. However, households receiving
the Child Support Grant were particularly affected
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by discontinuing the grant top-ups and Caregiver
Allowance. As a result, levels of food insecurity
remained persistently high, with one in seven
households reporting child hunger in February
2021 and April 2021 (24). The impact of food
insecurity and hunger was most pronounced
among impoverished populations, those residing
in rural areas, and larger households (25, 26).

The COVID-19 pandemic also disrupted young
children’s access to routine healthcare services.
In South Africa, an established social assistance
program supports underprivileged children, the
elderly, and individuals with disabilities. Before the
onset of COVID-19, more than 18 million individuals
received social grants monthly. Social assistance was
pivotal in the disaster relief response (13).

This study aimed to evaluate the implications of
in-school nutrition programs, particularly in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore,
the study sought to identify the challenges
encountered in implementing these feeding
programs at selected schools in four South African
provinces during this period.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

This study comprised a cross-sectional survey
conducted over two months (from April 2022
to May 2022) in four South African provinces:
Gauteng, Western Cape, North West (NW), and
KwaZulu-Natal (KZN). These provinces include
breakfast and lunch as part of the NSNP in-
school nutrition program. Researchers randomly
selected one district in each province and then
chose three schools from the district lists, ensuring
representation from each eligible quintile. Further
details about the selected provinces and districts
are available in Table 1.

2.2. Instrumentation

This study employed a qualitative approach to
gain an in-depth understanding of the perspectives
of key stakeholders regarding how shifts in the in-
school nutrition programs during the COVID-19
pandemic have impacted communities, along with
highlighting the challenges faced. The study utilized
three interview instruments: one for principals or
NSNP coordinators, another for food handlers,
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Table 1: Sample of principals/coordinators, food handlers and teachers in the study

Province Gauteng Western Cape North West Kwazulu-Natal Total
Districts Johannesburg East Cape Winelands Bojanala Uthukela
Principals/Coordinators 3 3 3 3 12
Food handlers 3 3 3 3 12
Teachers 3 3 3 3 12
Total 9 9 9 9 36

and a third for teachers. Additionally, a checklist
was used to assess the nutritional and health status
of the children, as well as the hygiene conditions in
the kitchen. The checklist design drew from past
Department of Basic Education (DBE) reports,
literature reviews, and our study objectives. The
checklist encompassed sections such as Nutrition
Evaluation, Menu Plan Assessment, Kitchen
Hygiene, and Schoolchildren’s Health Status.
Although the checklist remained consistent across
all 36 schools, the open-ended questionnaires
administered to principals, NSNP coordinators,
teachers, and food handlers were tailored to their
specific responsibilities. The survey instruments
underwent a pilot phase involving two schools in
Gauteng Province, with six participants. However,
these schools were subsequently excluded from the
main study.

Inclusion criteria were:
Public primary schools (NSNP Quintile 1 - 3)

Principals, NSNP Coordinators, food handlers,
and teachers

Limited to four South African provinces
(Western Cape, Gauteng, North West, and
KwaZulu Natal)

Inclusion of NSNP lunch meals and TBF
Breakfast meals only

Moreover, exclusion criteria included:

High schools, Private schools, parents, and
schoolchildren

2.3. Procedure

The process involved utilizing a random
sampling technique to select districts and three
schools per district. This selection was based
on a provided list by the TBF (insert complete
form of TBF). Subsequently, the study’s details
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were conveyed to the school representatives via
telephone. Upon receiving their agreement, specific
dates were scheduled for visiting the distinct
schools.

Within each school, a deliberate effort was
made to engage at least one principal/Coordinator,
teacher, and food handler. Interviews were
conducted with 36 individuals who voluntarily
expressed interest in participating in the study. A
comprehensive breakdown of participant numbers
per province can be found in Table 1. The duration
of each interview ranged from 15 to 20 minutes.
A research assistant recorded the spoken content
during the interviews while another team member
completed the questionnaires.

The interview sessions were conducted within
the designated Principals’ offices, except for the
Food handlers, who were interviewed in the
kitchen areas. After the study, physical copies
of the interview questionnaires were collected.
Simultaneously, the recorded interviews were
entrusted to a professional transcriber who
transcribed the spoken content meticulously.
In interviews conducted in KwaZulu-Natal, the
initial interpretation from the Zulu language
to English was necessary before transcription.
Subsequently, the transcribed digital copies were
meticulously cross-referenced against the hard
copy questionnaires, systematically labeled, and
then subjected to analysis using the AtlasTi
software.

2.4. Informed Consent and Data Privacy

Before commencing the interviews and audio
recordings, all respondents were provided with a
content summary and encouraged to comprehend
its contents thoroughly. Subsequently, each
participant affixed their signature to an informed
consent form appended to the survey instruments.
These survey participants were assured that any
collected data would exclusively be employed for
research and recommendation objectives. While
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respondents could provide their names on the
interview forms, this information was exclusively
employed for tracing and follow-up.

During the analysis phase and the presentation
of findings, all collected data was systematically
anonymized to ensure confidentiality and privacy.

2.5. Human Subjects Approval Statement

Ethical approval for the study was applied for
and obtained from the University of Johannesburg’s
Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee.
Permission to access the schools and conduct
the study was sought from and granted by the
Provincial Departments of Education in all four
provinces, with strict adherence to all ethical
principles.

NSNP Coordinators, food handlers, teachers,
and principals were comprehensively informed
about the study’s nature and purpose and the
extent of their involvement.

2.6. Data Analysis

The interviews with Principals/Coordinators,
teachers, and food handlers were meticulously
transcribed and subsequently analyzed using
ATLAS. ti software version 22.0. The checklists
were analyzed using Microsoft Excel 365, with
descriptive statistics such as charts and graphs to
present the results.

3. Results

3.1. Socio-economic Status of School Communities

The participants were affiliated with the selected
schools within the various surveyed districts. For
each school, an interview was conducted with a
principal or the NSNP Coordinator, followed by
a teacher and a food handler. As indicated by the
interview responses, Figure 1 illustrates the key
characteristics of the school communities. A shared

SOCIAL ECONOMIC STATUS OF
THE COMMUNITY MEMBERS

characteristic across all provinces was the high
unemployment rates and insufficient household
access to food.

3.2. High Unemployment Rates Impacting Education
and Community Welfare

Unemployment, a pervasive issue plaguing
various communities, significantly affects the
lives of learners and families across South Africa.
Principals, coordinators, and educators from
different provinces offer insight into the challenges
stemming from this predicament, highlighting its
far-reaching consequences.

1. Elevated Unemployment Rates: In Gauteng,
a principal emphasizes that most learners, who
hail from nearby hostels and informal settlements,
come from households where approximately
90% of parents grapple with unemployment.
This sentiment is echoed by another respondent
in the same province, asserting their focus is
on “the poorest of the poor” whose parents are
predominantly unemployed. Such trends resonate
across provinces; as one Coordinator mentions,
the community faces impoverishment, with most
parents reliant on sporadic farm work, which is far
from a stable source of employment (North West).
A teacher sheds light on the reality of seasonal
work, stating that only during specific periods,
like the peach or tangerine season, is employment
available for all; otherwise, they remain without
work (Western Cape).

2. Dependence on Grants: Unemployment’s
grasp has led numerous community members
to rely heavily on government grants. As one
coordinator remarks, most depend on grants,
and even those employed are typically engaged
in agricultural labor. This dependence is further
exacerbated by external factors such as health
crises (coronavirus and HIV), compelling
children to be raised by their grandparents

and consequently relying on grants for
sustenance (KZN).
I High rate unemployment | I Large families | I Grants dependants ‘ I Drunkards as parents 1 I Sickly children
I Child headed families \ I High rate of poverty | I High rate of illiteracy | I Lack of food at home }
Figure 1: The figure show the socio-economic status of the communities.
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3. Strain of Large Families: A prevailing
observation is the prevalence of large families
within the community. A principal in the Western
Cape sheds light on the situation, noting that
cramped living conditions accommodate several
family members, leading to houses housing four
to five people. In even more dire cases, a principal
recounts encountering households with as many as
seven or eight children alongside their mother.

4. Scarce Access to Food: Across provinces,
respondents revealed that many learners come
from households grappling with food scarcity.
A coordinator from the North West province
mentions learners who lack meals at home and
consequently rely on school for breakfast and
lunch. Meanwhile, a food handler in the Western
Cape reinforces the notion that many students’
homes are not conducive to regular meals.

5. Parental Alcohol Abuse: An unfortunate
issue compounded the challenges learners face was
parentalalcohol abuse. A principalin Gautengraises
concerns about parents who drink excessively and
sometimes even fail to return home. A coordinator
from the Western Cape laments the adverse impact
of parental alcohol abuse on learners, terming the
circumstances “terrible.”

6. Prior Health Challenges: The families’
vulnerable circumstances have previously led
to learners’ ill health and absenteeism before
the initiation of feeding programs. In KZN, a
coordinator noted that malnutrition had rendered
children sick, with evident signs such as rashes.

In addition to these prominent characteristics,
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other distressing aspects define these communities,
such as child-headed families (orphans living
together without parental support), a pervasive
poverty rate, and alarmingly high illiteracy levels.

3.3. Breakfast Assessment

3.3.1.PreferencesforBreakfast: Asinferredfrom
the responses, graphically presented in Figure 2,
the breakfast meal most favored by the learners
is Jungle Oats. Nearly all respondents indicated
that Jungle Oats is the preferred breakfast choice
among the learners. A food handler from Gauteng
stated, “But what they prefer the most is Jungle Oats.
They all consume it.” Additionally, a Coordinator
from the North West province noted that the
breakfast “has equally benefited all the students
because these learners have a liking for breakfast,
especially Jungle Oats.” Another favored meal
mentioned is Morvite; respondents from three
out of four provinces indicated that their learners
also enjoy it. However, respondents from Gauteng
did not report their learners favoring Morvite.
Furthermore, respondents from KZN indicated
that the learners also have an affinity for Mabele.
Gauteng also mentioned that some learners like
Mabele.

3.3.2. Breakfast ‘Dislikes’ As conveyed by the
respondents, the least preferred option among
learners is Instant Porridge. According to a food
handler from Gauteng, “.. the learners are not
very fond of instant porridge, but they do consume
it.” Another food handler from the North West
expressed that the type of flavor used to prepare
the instant porridge also influences the learners’
preference. Mabele was mentioned by respondents,

B GAUTENG
mKZN

= NORTH WEST
B WESTERN CAPE

° e Jungle e Mabele e Milk and e Morvite

Amabele. Oat

fish

Learners' Breakfast Preference

Figure 2: The figure shows the learners’ breakfast preferences.
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except in schools from KZN, while Morvite was
indicated by respondents, except in schools from
Gauteng. These responses are visually presented in
Figure 3.

3.4. Lunch Assessment

3.4.1.LunchPreferences: AsdepictedinFigure4,
based on responses from participants in this study,
the lunch most preferred by the learners is fish and
rice. A food handler from the North West stated,
“For lunch, they enjoy eating rice and tinned fish,
as well as samp and beans.” A food handler in KZN
stated, “They have a liking for fish and rice, as well
as soup, fish, cabbage, and samp with beans.” Other
mentioned meals include amasi and fish with beans
from KZN; pap and fish, samp, pap, and milk from
Gauteng and the North West; and samp and beans

from the Western Cape.
3.5. Lunch Dislikes

Figure 5 illustrates the proportions of disliked
lunch items among the learners. As depicted in
the figure, many learners have an aversion to
soya. Other meals reported as less preferred by the
learners include amasi, samp, maize rice, rice, and
soup.

3.6. General Observations and Challenges of In-
School Nutrition Programs

Commenting on the in-school feeding program
comprehensively, the respondents articulated their
varied perspectives, which are enumerated below.
Other challenges are elucidated in Figure 6.
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Breakfast dislikes
Figure 3: The figure shows the learners’ breakfast dislikes.
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Figure 4: The figure shows the learners’ lunch preferences.
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Figure 6: The figure shows the challenges of the school feeding programmes.

e Stakeholder Approval: The respondents
emphasized that the school feeding program has
been met with approval from all stakeholders.
This appreciation consensus spans the school
management,  teachers,  parents, feeding
coordinators, food handlers, and learners. In the
words of a Principal from the northwest region,
“While I may not possess elaborate sentiments, I
am immensely content. It is worth mentioning that
all parties involved with the school are exceedingly
content with the provision of breakfast by Tiger
Brands and the NSNP lunch by the Department of
Basic Education (DBE).”

e Equitable Benefit for All Learners: The
insights from the interview sessions affirmed that
all learners benefit from the feeding programs.
A coordinator from School 2 in the North West
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noted, “The benefits are equitably distributed
among all students, as these learners particularly
relish the breakfast, especially the jungle oats.” A
Principal from Gauteng added, “The benefits are
indiscriminately extended, even to our staff members
when there is a surplus. Some staff members partake
in the breakfast.”

o Addressing Majority Learner Need: The
respondents also attested that most learners
necessitate food provision. At the same time, a
Coordinator from the Western Cape accentuated
that the younger children have a greater need for
nourishment.

e Absence of Discrimination: As underscored
by a Principal from the Western Cape, the feeding

initiative positively impacted children who may

Int. J. School. Health. 2023; 10(4)
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have been reticent to eat due to disparities in
fortune. “The program instills confidence in the
children who might have felt reticent because of
their less fortunate circumstances. This newfound
confidence enhances self-assuredness, resulting in
improved student performance.” A Principal from
Gauteng added, “Uniformity prevails, ensuring that
no one feels superior or inferior, as all are treated
with parity in terms of food quantity and quality.”

e Promotion of Hygiene: The respondents also
highlighted that the program cultivate a sense of
hygieneamongthelearners. The practice of washing
hands before and after meals was established.
Food handlers have consistently maintained the
cleanliness of kitchen facilities and utensils, a fact
corroborated by field researchers in this study. A
Principal from Gauteng elaborated, “We uphold
hygiene by allotting each classroom its own set of
utensils, Sunlight dishwashing liquid, and dishcloth.
Post-meal, learners wash their spoons and return
them to the class.”

e Structured Program Execution: The food
handlers elucidated their operational procedures,
a viewpoint shared by other respondents. The
description encompasses their early arrival at the
school, the preparation of breakfast, the distribution
of meals, plate cleaning, lunch preparation, serving,
and culminating with comprehensive cleaning
before departure. Field researchers in this study
also noted the commendable orderliness of these
operations.

e Serving a Substantial Population: Most
schools conveyed that they cater to an enrollment
exceeding one thousand learners. A minority
indicated student populations ranging from six
hundred to nine hundred learners being served
daily. Solely one school in the Western Cape noted
a population range of 222 to 225 learners.

4. Discussion

4.1. Economic Impact of School Feeding on the
Community

Respondents highlighted the positive economic
impact of feeding programs on community
members, citing the creation of employment
opportunities and support for childcare,
particularly in terms of nutrition. Implementing
these feeding programs hasled to the engagement of
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certain community members as food handlers and
contributors to school gardens, a practice that was
especially prevalent in prior years. This initiative
has, in turn, generated employment opportunities
within the community. A coordinator from
Gauteng emphasized this point:

“When it comes to employment, there is a
definite increase. While these individuals are
parents, they can now earn monthly income. This
initiative undeniably contributes to job creation.”

Likewise, a food handler in KZN shared her
experience:

“Since I became a part of this program, I have
witnessed the transformation of women who had
been struggling. The program reached out, providing
employment opportunities for them. People like us,
who were previously unemployed, were embraced by
the program, significantly improving our ability to
provide for our households.”

In addition to employment opportunities, the
feeding programs also include the distribution
of food parcels to assist families within the
communities. A teacher from the northwest
attested to the significance of this program:

“The program is precious because most students
hail from underprivileged backgrounds. Many come
from families led by children, as parents may not
be present due to unemployment or other reasons.
Some are even under the care of grandparents. The
Tiger Brands Foundation occasionally extends its
support by providing essential food parcels to every
family.”

In conclusion, the impact of school feeding
programs on communities is multi-faceted. These
programs provide employment opportunities
through engagement in food handling and
gardening activities and extend support to families
by distributing food parcels. This comprehensive
approach addresses economic challenges while
catering to community members’ nutritional
needs, particularly children from vulnerable
backgrounds.

Prior analysis using the balanced panel from
the National Income Dynamic Study Coronavirus
Rapid Mobile Survey (NIDS-CRAM) Waves 2, 3 and
4 (24) indicated erratic access to school meals even
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across time points when schools were open. School
feeding at the beginning of the 2021 academic year
had neither deteriorated nor improved from the final
quarter of 2020. The results from this study showed
an improvement in the school feeding and better
access to school meals as against the report of 2020.

4.2. In-School Nutrition Programs

Our findings, aligned with prior research
(20, 21), underscored numerous families and
children’s struggles navigating the repercussions
of COVID-19 and disruptions to school nutrition
programs.

This study evaluated the two primary feeding
initiatives administered by TBF and through the
NSNP, as assessed by participating respondents.
The interview sessions provided a platform for
respondents to articulate their perspectives on
the program implementations. The subsequent
excerpts, originating from diverse provinces, shed
light on these viewpoints:

Respondents from Gauteng conveyed that the
programs encountered no glaring issues since
their inception. A principal remarked, “From its
commencement day onwards, it has consistently
operated smoothly.”

In KZN schools, respondents indicated that the
programs took approximately one week to operate
smoothly. According to one Coordinator, optimal
program functionality was achieved within a week.
Conversely, a Coordinator from the Western Cape
highlighted that the program required nearly a
month before attaining seamless operation.

This agrees with the report (17) that the school
feeding programmes were running well but their
effectiveness could be increased by implementing
certain measures.

4.3. Challenges Encountered in School Feeding
Programs

Despite the manifold advantages of school
feeding programs, respondents enumerated several
challenges experienced during implementation.
These challenges are similar to those highlighted
in other similar studies (17, 25). These challenges
have been succinctly summarized and categorized
as follows:
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o Facility Challenges: Schools contend with issues
such as intermittent electricity supply, inadequate
water availability in certain regions, insufficiencies
in transportation services, damaged equipment
necessitating replacement, and constrained kitchen
and storage spaces that impede workflow.

e Human Resources: The rotation of food
handlers to provide opportunities for others to
earn income necessitates recurrent personnel
training. Additionally, “insufficient food handlers”
were reported, with most schools operating with
only seven food handlers to cater to the entire
student body. This inconsistency in staft and the
involvement of teachers in cooking tasks are also
noteworthy challenges.

e Financial Constraints: While a few
respondents mentioned that the majority of their
program requirements are met, there are occasions
when they need to supplement funds for electricity,
gas, sugar. However, most schools asserted that
they did not incur extra expenses.

® Learners’ Dietary Preferences: Respondents
highlighted students’ preferences for meat inclusion
in their meals. Other suggested additions encompass
more significant quantities of milk, bread, cake, tea,
diverse fruits, eggs, and chicken livers.

e Absence of Spices in Meals: Respondents
identified a deficiency of spices in the supplied
meals, resulting in a lack of flavor in some dishes.

o Security Concerns: Certain regions reported
incidents of bandit attacks.

4.3.1. Other Challenges: Additional challenges
encompass sporadic late deliveries, storage
concerns, and parental resistance or lack of
cooperation. Furthermore, one of the challenges
to the ‘nutrition argument’ is that school meals
will not improve a child’s nutritional status if the
family adjusts the food given at home, knowing the
child will be fed at school (27, 28). Consequently, in
order to improve the child nutrition, a take-home
ration might be most effective for reaching those
children who need it most (29).

4.4. Recommendations and Suggestions for
Enhancing In-School Nutrition Programs

The ensuing recommendations aimed to enhance
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in-school nutrition programs, bearing implications
for school health policy, practice, and equity:

4.4.1. Facility enhancement consider
augmenting the infrastructure with larger
kitchens, dining halls, and storage areas, along with
improved cooking and storage facilities, including
refrigeration. These upgrades are essential to
curbing food waste and ensuring the consumption
of safe foods.

4.4.2. Human resources development is
a pivotal step involves increasing the number
of employed food handlers. Augmenting the
workforce in this manner can positively impact the
efficacy of the nutrition programs.

4.4.3. Improvement in food supply and
preparation elevate the food supply and
preparation standards. Specifically, augment lunch
offerings and ensure a variety of fruits are available
thrice weekly. Enhance the distribution of food
parcels and diversify protein options to encompass
meats and eggs.

4.4.4. Administrative refinements explore
utilizing enrolment numbers instead of birth
certificates for gauging the quantity of food
allocations. Sustain program continuity and
attract additional sponsors to fortify the feeding
initiatives.

4.4.5. Rejuvenating school gardens revive the
concept of school gardens to facilitate the provision
of fresh herbs, fruits, and vegetables. Reinstating
these gardens, which proved beneficial in the
past, can contribute significantly to nutritional
resources.

4.4.6. Regular and comprehensive training:
It is imperative to provide ongoing training for
Volunteer Food Handlers (VFHs). Training should
encompass portion sizing, food preparation
techniques, fundamental nutrition knowledge, and
hygiene practices. This training initiative promises
to elevate the quality and quantity of food dispensed
within school premises.

4.5. Limitation
The current study was constrained by financial
limitations, resulting in its execution in only

four South African provinces. Resources were
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concentrated in proximate regions due to funding
constraints. A future follow-up study could extend
its reach to a broader array of schools in diverse
districts, thereby enhancing the breadth and depth
of the investigation.

5. Conclusion

Food insecurity was exacerbated for numerous
families during the COVID-19 lockdown.
Individuals,  families, and  communities
experienced the adverse effects of the pandemic,
with many people losing their loved ones and jobs.
Consequently, a significant number needed more
access to food resources. An observed outcome was
that, after the lockdown period, the quality and
quantity of meals provided to children through
school feeding programs differed from what they
had received before the lockdown. The consistency
of portions needed to be improved, and the food
itself needed flavor.

The promotion of in-school nutrition programs,
food parcel distribution, and social protection
grants should persist, as this study has noted their
substantial contribution in aiding families and
children to endure the challenges posed by the
global recession and pandemic. Addressing various
challenges, such as inadequate school facilities and
the absence of flavors in the food, is imperative to
enhance the effectiveness of the in-school nutrition
programs.
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