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How can climate risk insurance impact poverty?  
 

Case Study and Resources  

 
Zemada’s Story 
 

Zemada Kebeb is a smallholder farmer who lives in the village of Abraha Atsbeha in the 
drought-prone Tigray region of Ethiopia. Throughout her life, recurring droughts have left 
her and her four children teetering on the brink of chronic hunger.  When one drought hit, 
and Zemada couldn’t pay back the small loans she had been obliged to take out in order to 
invest in seeds and fertiliser for her farm, she even found herself in court. However, a few 
years ago, she enrolled with the R4 Rural Resilience Initiative – a groundbreaking 
programme run jointly by the World Food Programme and Oxfam America, and supported 
by a number of donor governments and private foundations. This programme integrates 
four key components: microinsurance, savings, microcredit, and local risk reduction 
activities such as planting trees. Built into the Ethiopian Government’s National Productive 
Safety Net Programme, the scheme is specifically targeted at people who were previously 
considered uninsurable due to a combination of poverty, lack of education, and geographic 
remoteness.  
 

When drought reappeared in 2012, Zemada received an insurance payout of 2,100 Ethiopian birrs (roughly £70). 
This sum not only covered her loan repayment, but also added two sheep to the family farm, which now produce 
milk for her and her children. 
 

“I was always very afraid of what could happen if a drought occurred at the end of the season,” explains Zemada, 
“Now we have no fear because we have seen that insurance works.”  
 

Nowadays, Zemada has five sheep on the farm and has expanded into growing 
mangos. She is no longer forced into selling her belongings to keep up with her 
loan repayments. Hundreds of other farmers in her village have also benefitted 
from the programme. 
 

“Thanks to the assets created through these initiatives, the environment is also 
changing in our village” says Zemada, “we have more water, we planted more 
trees and we have less heat than before.” 
 

Studies have shown that farmers insured by the programme save more than 
twice than those without any insurance, and they invest more in seeds, fertilizer 
and oxen. Women farmers – like Zemada – are achieving the largest gains in 
productivity, and are becoming empowered through improved access to 
financial services, business training, and time savings. The R4 Rural Resilience 
Initiative started working with just a couple of hundred poor farmers in Ethiopia 
back in 2009, but has now expanded to four countries, and by 2020, aims to 
insure half a million people.  

 
 
Further Resources 
 

 For more information on Zemada’s story or the R4 Rural Resilience Initiative, see: 
http://www.wfp.org/stories/ethiopian-farmer-finds-smart-way-get-through-droughts  

 Infographic by Munich Climate Insurance Initiative, which explains how insurance can help vulnerable people 
cope with extreme weather: http://www.climate-
insurance.org/fileadmin/mcii/Bilder/Mcii_infograph_a4_web.jpg 

 Munich Climate Insurance Initiative report “Climate risk insurance for the poor”: http://www.climate-
insurance.org/fileadmin/mcii/pdf/COP-
21/G7_InsuResilience_MCII_Factsheet_SuccessFactors___EnablingConditions.pdf  

 Website of the G7 Initiative on Climate Risk Insurance: 
http://www.bmz.de/g7/en/Entwicklungspolitische_Schwerpunkte/Klimawandel/index.html 
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