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W
ith the world currently grappling with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and South Africa in phased 
national lockdown since 27 March 2020, the education system is straining under the weight of extreme 
challenges and disruption. Our first issue of the EELC Education Monitoring Brief focuses on the importance 

of transparency and public participation during this time, and in doing so, provides a snapshot of government’s latest 
plans relating to the reopening of schools and school nutrition, and highlights the important oversight role of Parliament.     

Government’s plans to reopen schools must be clear, comprehensive and made publicly 
available
   
On 18 March 2020, the Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshekga announced the closure of all schools across the 
country in response to the growing spread of COVID-19. Since then, the Department of Basic Education (DBE) has 
been grappling with questions about whether and when schools should reopen, which grades should return to school 
first, and how much of the curriculum can be salvaged this year. Teacher unions, school associations, parents and 
other stakeholders all have a direct interest in these debates, and there has been considerable anxiety resulting from 
contradictory information and unclear communication from the DBE. 

In the latest briefing by the Minister on 19 May 2020, it was confirmed that schools would reopen for Grades 7 and 
12 learners on 1 June. Following that briefing, various plans were made available on the DBE website pertaining to 
the phased reopening, though the implementation of these plans and the reopening of schools on 1 June has been 
postponed given the lack of readiness of provinces and schools. The plans include: 

• Standard Operating Procedures on the COVID-19 outbreak in South Africa

• Coronavirus Orientation Guidelines for Schools

• Guidelines for the Development of School Timetables, and; 

• Guidelines for Schools on Maintaining Hygiene.

 

Publication of these plans were welcomed after civil society appeals to make clear and comprehensive DBE plans publicly 
available. The EELC notes certain gaps in these documents, notably, relating to support measures for grades not yet phased 
in or for learners who need to continue to learn from home; additional teacher support and capacity, plans for the reopening 
of special schools and plans to support learners with disabilities, amongst others.    
  
On 23 May 2020, the DBE issued a circular dealing with revisions of annual teaching plans for Grade 7 and 12 learners 
to “assist schools, teachers and all other key stakeholders in education involved in the curriculum implementation 
process, with meeting the key requirements of the curriculum in the remaining part of the academic year”. The circular 
highlights that June examinations have been cancelled to allow for more teaching time and schools will administer 
final controlled examinations in key subjects in Grades 4 to 11. It also states that the Grade 12 curriculum has not been 
trimmed, but may be reorganised for efficient utilisation of teaching time. The circular can be accessed here.
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On 29 May 2020, the Minister of Basic Education issued Directions in terms of the Disaster Management Act, 2002 (the 
“Directions”) relating to the reopening of schools and containing measures to address, prevent and combat the spread 
of COVID-19.  Thereafter, on 1 June 2020, the Minister amended the Directions. The EELC, EE and SECTION27 are 
currently considering the gaps contained in these Directions. The Directions issued on 29 May 2020 can be accessed 
here. Amendments to these Directions issued on 1 June, can be accessed here.

The EELC and partners continue to monitor and evaluate DBE’s exercise of its constitutional obligation to ensure clear 
and comprehensive plans impacting on the rights of children.  

Provincial plans to continue school feeding programmes should be made publicly available 

The DBE previously confirmed that in addition to Grade 7 and 12 learners returning to school on 1 June 2020, all 
children who ordinarily qualify for the National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP) will receive school meals or food 
parcels. However, during the Minister’s briefing on 1 June 2020, DBE indicated that while there are intentions to provide 
nutritional support to learners not yet phased in, support to these learners would happen at a later date. 

Since the closure of schools in March, various education justice and children’s rights organisations, including EE, the 
EELC and SECTION27, raised concerns about the suspension of the NSNP during the national lockdown and have been 
advocating for its continuation during lockdown and for learners not able to return to school. 

According to the DBE, Provincial Education Departments will be responsible for developing the appropriate mechanisms 
for collection or delivery of meals and food parcels to learners. This will include measures such as staggered collection 
times and social distancing protocols to ensure learner safety. 
Monitoring of these provincial plans will be important to ensure that the DBE fulfils its obligations. It is equally 
important that these plans be made publicly available and their implementation be carefully monitored, including 
through legislature oversight.  

Reopening of ECD Centres

In relation to the reopening of early childhood development (ECD) and early learning facilities, on 21 May 2020, the 
Department of Social Development (DSD) updated the Portfolio Committee on Social Development that ECD centres 
will remain closed in level 3 of the lockdown. DSD further informed the committee that it is working with the sector 
to develop a risk assessment on how to phase-in the re-opening of the centres. In response to a question about when 
ECD centres will reopen, the representative from DSD responded that there was a proposal to only reopen when the 
country enters level 1 of lockdown. The meeting report can be accessed here. 

On 29 May 2020, the DSD issued a circular confirming that ECD centres will remain closed “until such time that a decision 
is taken and communicated for their reopening under any of the five alert levels”. The circular can be accessed here.
 
Stakeholders in the ECD sector have raised various concerns with the continued closures of ECD facilities, including 
relating to child safety, nutrition and education outcomes. Some of these debates have been summarised in the media. 
In light of these on-going debates, the EELC continues to monitor DSD’s plans to reopen ECD facilities and to advocate 

A
fter the President’s declaration of a national state of disaster in 
terms of the Disaster Management Act, 2002, National Parliament 
announced that it would suspend sittings from 18 March 2020, 

until further notice. Pursuant to the declaration of the State of Disaster, 
regulations were published and regularly amended relating to COVID-19. 
Civil society organisations noted a key gap in these regulations which 
are silent on the continued oversight role of Legislatures and do not 
require the executive to report to Parliament on action taken during the 
national state of disaster. These organisations emphasised that the role 
of Legislatures and elected representatives remain more important than ever at this time to hold the executive to 
account and to ensure that the views of the public are being considered before any executive action. A number of 
open letters were addressed to South African Legislatures, recommending, amongst other things that:

• legislatures continue to fulfil their obligations to notify the public of their pending and planned work and that the 
work of legislatures be structured and systematic;

• records of and content presented at parliamentary committee meetings continue to be made publicly available;

PARLIAMENT IN THE TIME OF COVID-19
Effective legislative oversight, transparency and participation 
during this time



PARLIAMENT IN THE TIME OF COVID-19 

   I   03

• legislatures continue to perform their oversight functions through committee meetings, and to engage the public 
by using various technological solutions, including ‘low-tech’ solutions such as WhatsApp; and 

• legislatures put mechanisms in place to ensure that issues raised by the public through their constituency 
members of Parliament are dealt with. 

See the full list of recommendations contained in these open letters here.
   
In the ordinary course, the EELC monitors national and provincial Parliament and attends and participates in 
committee meetings. We continue to do so during lockdown and to ensure that transparency, openness and 
participation is secured. 

 

FROM THE PARLIAMENTARY MONITORING DESK 
PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE ON BASIC EDUCATION – PHASED REOPENING OF SCHOOLS:  

On 29 April 2020, the DBE outlined the preliminary plan for the re-opening of schools. The plan included details on 
the phased return of learners, beginning with learners in Grades 7 and 12. In addition, DBE updated that as part of the 
phased re-opening, learners and educators in quintile 1-3 schools will be provided with face masks to curb the spread of 
the virus. The DBE provided a list of pre-requisites before the re-opening of schools would be permitted, including, that 
schools have appropriate water and sanitation, and the provision of basic sanitation and hygiene packs for learners.  
During the meeting, MPs raised important concerns about the re-opening of schools, including the provision of learner 
transport and school nutrition, overcrowding in schools and connectivity in rural parts of the country for learners that 
would be returning to school at a later date. The DBE’s presentation can be accessed here.

PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE ON BASIC EDUCATION – BUDGET REVIEW AND STRATEGIC AND ANNUAL 
PERFORMANCE PLAN 

On 5 May 2020, the DBE briefed the committee on its 2020/21 budget and the outcomes of its Annual Performance 
Plan (APP). DBE noted that the APP was tabled in March 2020, before the State of Disaster. As a result, the APP and 
budget would have to be adjusted in response to COVID-19. The DBE also updated that money from the Education 
Infrastructure Grant would be used for the purchase of COVID-19 goods and services for schools. The DBE’s presentation 
can be accessed here.

WCPP AD-HOC COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 – REOPENING OF SCHOOLS 

On 8 May 2020, the WCED briefed the Ad-hoc Committee on its strategy to support learners during the lockdown, 
which included the provision of at home learning materials and the training of teachers on remote learning. The WCED 
also acknowledged the importance of non-digital learning in response to limited access to data and electronic devices 
amongst learners in the province. Other updates included confirmation of the provision of materials for learners with 
barriers to learning and successful provision of food to 912 988 learners over the period 8-30 April 2020. Committee 
members interrogated the WCED’s plans and requested additional information and updates, including when personal 
protective equipment (PPE) would be provided to learners and educators and how the Department plans to deal with 
the issue of overcrowding. The WCED’s presentation can be accessed here.  

WCPP STANDING COMMITTEE ON BASIC EDUCATION – LEARNER/TEACHER RATIOS 

On 12 May 2020, the WCED briefed the committee on the challenges it would face when learners return to schools 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Challenges include managing overcrowding and finding substitute teachers if teachers 
fall ill or need to isolate. The WCED updated that the learner/teacher ratio for 2020 is 1:37. The teacher absenteeism 
rate was between 4% and 5% per year. The WCED’s presentation can be accessed here. 

For regular live updates from committee  
meetings, follow the EELC on Twitter  
@EElawcentre.
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EASTERN CAPE PROVINCIAL PARLIAMENT PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION –  
SCHOOL READINESS PROGRESS UPDATE

On 21 May 2020, the Eastern Cape Department of Education (ECDoE) updated the committee on PPE procurement and 
the procurement of cleaning equipment. The ECDoE briefed the committee on the basic hygiene and sanitation essentials 
that would be provided to schools in the province, which include the provision of gloves, masks and thermometers. The 
ECDoE informed the committee of an orientation programme that would enable employees, teachers, non-teaching 
staff and learners to adjust to the arrangements in offices and at schools in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. Additional 
updates included information on the provision of nutrition and psychosocial support. The presentation can be accessed 
here.

WCPP STANDING COMMITTEE ON BASIC EDUCATION- NORMS AND STANDARDS FOR FUNDING 
ORDINARY PUBLIC SCHOOLS

On 26 May 2020, the WCED presented on the norms and standards for school funding in the province. The WCED 
presented on the national and provincial targets per learner, per quintile. For 2020/21, the WCED updated that the per 
learner provincial allocation for a learner in a quintile 4, fee charging school is R 822 and for a quintile 5 school is R 
336. The WCED updated that 82% of the funding is directed at no-fee schools while the remaining 18% is allocated to 
fee-charging schools. The WCED’s presentation can be accessed here.

IN OTHER EDUCATION LAW AND POLICY NEWS 

KWA-ZULU NATAL DRAFT SCHOLAR 

TRANSPORT POLICY OPEN FOR 

PUBLIC COMMENT

Following ongoing advocacy and litigation, the Kwa-
Zulu Natal Department of Education published a draft 
Scholar Transport Policy for public comment in April 
2020. EE and the EELC have made joint submissions 
on the policy which were due on 1 June 2020. A copy 
of the joint submission can be accessed here. 

DRAFT PUBLIC PROCUREMENT 

BILL OPEN FOR PUBLIC COMMENT 

The draft Public Procurement Bill has been 
published for public comment. EE and the EELC 
are planning to submit comments. The deadline 
for public comment has been extended to 30 June 
2020. A copy of the draft Bill can be accessed here. 

COMMENTS SUBMITTED ON THE 

DRAFT WCED GUIDELINES ON 

GENDER IDENTITY AND SEXUAL 

ORIENTATION
 
In May 2020, EE and EELC jointly commented on 
the WCED Draft Guidelines on Gender Identity 
& Sexual Orientation in Public Schools. Our joint 
submission can be accessed here. 
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