
Since 2014, the R4 Rural Resilience Initiative 
(R4)   has integrated four risk management 
strategies — risk reduction, risk transfer, 
prudent risk-taking and risk reserves — to 
help poor households improve their food 
security and deal with climate variability, 
thereby strengthening their resilience. 

The initiative  is implemented across the 
districts of Balaka, Zomba, and Blantyre, 
benefiting over 10,000 households, with the 
vision to reach over 40,000 households by 
2020 through social safety net programmes.
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Rural Resilience Initiative (R4)

Risk Reduction activities are conducted as 
part of WFP’s Food Assistance for Assets 
programme (FFA), with participating 
households receiving food, or cash, in 
exchange for their labour in asset-building 
activities, in addition to a micro-insurance 
policy in exchange for extra days worked (the 
Insurance-for-Asset (IFA) mechanism), or 
participation in skills trainings. 

The risk reduction component is intended to 
enhance the quantity and productivity of 
natural resources vulnerable farming 
households have access to in the face of a 
changing climate, thereby contributing to the 
mitigation of disaster risk and livelihood 
adaptation, encompassing activity and 
income diversification.  
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Background

The four components

Risk Transfer is offered via weather index 
micro-insurance with the goal of providing 
timely compensation following seasons of 
significant rainfall deficit, thereby, limiting the 
need for negative coping strategies. 

The index of the insurance has been based on 
historic rainfall patterns, given that the principal 
weather-related shock that participating 
households face include drought, and dry 
spells. Insurance is targeted to cash-constrained 
households and offered in exchange for their 
participation in asset creation activities (IFA 
mentioned above), while working throughout 
the time to introduce and progressively 
increase cash-payments, as their food and 
income security improves. 

Prudent Risk Taking (Credit) and Risk 
Reserve (Savings) facilitate participants’ access 
to credit and promotes savings through both 
microfinance institutions and Village Savings 
and Loan (VSL) groups. The savings act as a 
buffer for smaller, individual shocks, and act as 
foundation for making investments in more 
resilient livelihoods by enabling loan uptake. 



§ In the 2017-18 season, insured farmers will 
receive payouts valued at USD 500,000 
following dry spells

§ R4 participants in VSL activities saved 
approximately USD 120,000 by the end of 
2016.

§ Between June 2015 and December 2016, 
credit uptake among R4 participants grew 
by 24 percent.

§ R4 risk management strategies have 
supported households to increase their 
resilience to shocks as shown by the 
Livelihood Coping Strategies Index which 
indicates a drop of 40 percent in negative 
coping strategies. 

Key achievements Integrated Approach
The approach has been designed on the 
understanding that most years vulnerable farmers 
are living right at, or below the survival threshold, 
and that in order to keep them from spiraling 
down after a shock event, they require a set of risk 
management tools that can protect and promote 
their lives and livelihoods. 

The assets built, the food transfer, and the 
insurance to protect households after a shock, 
while the saving and credit components are able 
to promote productivity by extending access to 
inputs and technologies needed for improved 
agricultural practices. 

This means that even in the face of shocks the 
wellbeing of households is promoted, allowing 
them to become resilient to future shocks. As 
such, farmers are able to transition away from the 
safety net programme and from paying in labor to 
cash for the insurance. 

In 2017, 10,327 farmers got insured, for a total sum insured of over USD 990,000. In 
the face of a challenging season, the insurance triggered a payout for the dry spells 
experienced valued at about USD 500,000.

Contact info: Lauren.Webber@wfp.org
Further information: www.wfp.org/countries/malawi

The project is implemented in the districts most 
affected by climatic shocks and with high levels of 
food insecurity, as identified by WFP’s Integrated 
Context Analysis (ICA)  undertaken with the 
government and partners. These are the same 
target areas as WFP’s other resilience initiatives, 
including FFA and Climate Services. 

Reach

Partners
§ Balaka District Council
§ Zomba District Council 
§ Blantyre District Council
§ United Purpose (CP Balaka)
§ World Vision (CP Zomba)
§ FISD (CP Blantyre)
§ Department of Disaster Management 

Affairs (DoDMA)
§ Department for Climate Change and 

Meteorological Services (DCCMS)
§ Ministry of Agriculture (MOA)
§ Ministry of Finance Economic Planning 

and Development (MoFEP&D)
§ NICO Insurance Company
§ CUMO Microfinance
§ FISD Fund
§ Insurance Association of Malawi
§ University of Columbia (IRI)



R4 has been prioritized in shock-prone 
areas, with a specially focus on drought 
affected areas, that are also highly food 
insecure and dependent on rain-fed 
agriculture. This enabled for the risk 
reduction component of the initiative to 
be built into the Food Assistance for 
Assets (FFA) program.

Through the FFA, households work on 
asset creation and rehabilitation 
activities to get monthly food, or cash, 
transfers to meet their consumption 
needs, while also working to enhance 
the productivity of the environment and 
their production systems. 

These households can work additional 
days in asset creation activities in 
exchange for the insurance premium, 
while they develop the capacity to pay 
for it with cash. 

R4 Rural Resilience Initiative

The insurance is the risk transfer 
component of R4 and is a weather index 
microinsurance product, which protects 
farmers’ investment in agriculture 
against drought. 

Savings are also promoted among 
households as a buffer against small-
scale shocks, adding to the protection 
offered by the FFA transfers and 
insurance. 

By having greater protection and 
assurances, farmers are better able to 
make investments in their agriculture 
making it more productive and resilient. 
In this context, livelihood diversification 
and microcredit opportunities are 
offered. 

The R4 Malawi framework addresses the 
pressing climate risks faced by farmers 
and the pre-existing challenges that are 
exacerbated by climate change, such as 
poor access to inputs, financial services, 
and assets.

Innovating on insurance for resilience building

R4 in Malawi Protecting farmers

April 2018



Together, the components cannot only protect 
(through risk reduction and insurance), but 
also promote the food and income security of 
farmers (through savings and credit), even in a 
context of increasing climate change and 
variability.

The R4 insurance product is a weather index 
insurance product. With a focus on drought, 
the index is pegged to rainfall, so that a payout 
is triggered when rainfall levels drop, causing 
crop damage. 

The further that the rainfall levels drop in 
relation to the index, the greater the payout 
amount triggered, with a full payout being 
made when irreparable damage is done. 

In this context, the index is set according to the 
crops being grown, their water requirements, 
and agricultural practices, based on historical 
and actual data on rainfall and crop 
performance. 

The insurance product

Category Role Entity

Regulator Ensure compliance with the requirements of the
Registrar of Insurance and to draw up policy issues,
ensuring that law and order prevail on the market.

Insurance Association of Malawi

Insurer Risk underwriting NICO insurance

Reinsurer Acceptance of transferred risks Hannover RE

Delivery 
Channels / 
Facilitators

Delivery of risk reserves and insurance components
Community mobilization, implementation, and
monitoring

CUMO Microfinance and FISD
FUND

Government Representation of government organizations at policy,
research, or operational level, as well as, strategic
oversight and guidance.

EPD, DODMA, DCCMS, Ministry
of Agriculture

Technical 
Expertise

Technical design and monitoring of index-insurance
product

University of Columbia

Client Specific beneficiaries FFA/R4 beneficiaries

Programming Key implementer and facilitator of scheme WFP with partners like United
Purpose, World Vision, and FISD.

As an outcome of the design process, farmers 
establish the insurance triggers, when they want 
to be protected, and for how much they want to 
be insured, which is further supported by a 
gross margins analysis of local agricultural 
systems. 

The use of satellite data to monitor the index is 
a key innovation of R4 that allows for real time 
monitoring and quick payment once triggered.

The use of the index generates time and cost 
savings, as the use of the index helps minimize 
expenses on ground monitoring and payout 
validation exercises that are associated with 
conventional crop insurance. 

Notwithstanding, R4 employs some ground data 
collection to validate the findings from the 
satellite data. This system allows for payouts to 
be done immediately following the end of the 
insurance period.

The R4 insurance product is designed in a 
participatory manner. The participatory 
approach helps not only develop the most 
appropriate product, but also to stimulate 
awareness and understanding of insurance 
among farmers. 

Beyond the insurance product, R4 has developed 
the whole insurance scheme to make sure that 
the product can be delivered outside the context 
of the initiative. These efforts have brought 
together different national and international 
stakeholders.  (see table below)

Key actors

The R4 insurance product is a weather index insurance product. With a focus on 
drought, the index is pegged to rainfall, so that a payout is triggered when rainfall levels 
drop, causing crop damage. 



Insurance works. In 2017, in the face of a 
challenging season, 10,327 farmers got 
insured, for a total sum insured of over USD 
990,000. The value of the premium paid to the 
local insurer Nico was over USD 190,000. In 
this context, the insurance triggered a payout 
for the dry spells experienced at the beginning 
of the season valued at about USD 500,000. 

Great confidence in insurance. R4 has paid 
out before in 2015 in the context of the El Niño 
drought event. This has stimulated farmer 
confidence in the product, as it has proven its 
effectiveness. This confidence is demonstrated 
by the farmers’ willingness to pay in cash for 
the insurance, which took place for the first 
time this past season in Balaka, with 
households contributing the equivalent of two 
days of work toward the premium payment.

Income sources have grown and stabilized, 
supporting average expenditure increases by 
31 percent, with female headed households 
experiencing a larger gain of 33 percent. Non-
food expenditure has grown simultaneously, 
showing increases in disposable income. Gains 
are being used to create household buffers to 
shocks and pockets for investment, with 
savings increasing, especially for women who 
increased the amount saved by 274 percent 
between 2015 and 2017. 

Overall resilience gains are considerable. 
Evidence shows that the percentage of 
households using crisis and emergency coping 
strategies has decreased from 40 percent to 9 
percent between 2015 and 2017. Resilience is 
looked at more comprehensively, making use 
of RIMA II tool (Resilience Index Measurement 
and Analysis II). From 2015 to 2017, the 
resilience index grew from 30 to 56.2 for 
households under R4. 

Food security increases reflect these 
improvements in livelihoods and economic 
wellbeing. Acceptable food consumption 
score (FCS) increased from 58 percent to 89 
percent between 2015 and 2017, with poor 
FCS virtually disappearing at 1percent. In 
addition, overall dietary diversity of R4 
participants has improved since the baseline, 
with the average diet diversity score (DDS) 
increasing from 4.79 to 5.34. 

R4 achievements Perspectives
Building on these positive outcomes, R4 will 
expand to 40,000 participating households by 
2021 across five of the most shock-prone 
districts of Malawi. 

R4 Malawi focuses on national capacity and 
systems strengthening, thereby, contributing 
to the achievement of national objectives on 
social protection and resilience, as well as to 
the development of pro-poor financial 
markets. 

As the initiative plans its scale up, a graduation 
and national handover strategy has been 
developed, supporting the integration of the 
approach in national social protection systems 
and financial markets. 

WFP is working with the Ministry of Finance 
and Economic Planning, specifically the 
Department of Poverty Reduction and Social 
Protection, and on the other hand, the 
Insurance Association of Malawi and the 
Reserve Bank. WFP is also engaging with the 
ministries of Agriculture and Trade as R4 is 
leveraged to strengthen the development of 
value chains in collaboration with P4P. 

By embedding this approach onto existing 
safety nets, or programs, as well as financial 
markets, R4 aims to be scaled up through 
national systems and increase their capacity to 
protect and promote the wellbeing of the most 
vulnerable. 

In 2017, 10,327 farmers got insured, for a total sum insured of over USD 990,000. In 
the face of a challenging season, the insurance triggered a payout for the dry spells 
experienced valued at about USD 500,000.


