
Ziem Der in Tabe Ere, Ghana 
Ziem Der lives in Tabe Ere, located near 
Lawra, Ghana. Tabe Ere has a population of 
approximately 1162, who make up about 185 
households. The houses here are dispersed to 
allow enough space around every house for 
farming.  

 

Lawra is in the northern savanna zone. It is 
Ghana's poorest region, where 70 percent of 
the rural population falls below the poverty 
line. Bounded by the Black Volta River and 
the border with Burkina Faso, it is a low-
lying area of grasslands, shrubs, and 
scattered trees; rain falls sporadically 
between April and September.  

Ziem was born in 1948, the fourth of nine 
children. Ziem's father did not view formal 
education as a priority for his children, and 
consequently only two of the siblings 
attended school. Ziem describes himself as 
zung or "blind," a metaphor for illiterate. He 
explains that because he is unable to read or 
write, he cannot get a job in town. 

Ziem has two wives and eight children of his 
own. In addition, when his brother died, the 
brother’s wife and three children joined 
Ziem’s household, bringing the number in 
the household to fifteen. Feeding his large 
family has become extremely difficult for 
Ziem. His wives search for firewood, which 
they then can trade for food in town. 

Like most of others in the communities in 
the area, Ziem lives a hand to mouth 
existence. When the rains fail the family goes 
hungry. The land is not yielding what it used 
to, and so it needs to be worked more 
intensely. His children do not always attend 
school because they have to work with Ziem 
in the fields. His children are frequently sick, 
and one of his wives appears to be going 
blind.  

Clean drinking water is scarce (a community 
an hour’s walk away has a borehole provided 
by the Catholic Church), and there is no 
sanitation or power in the village.  

Distant markets and very poor 
transportation infrastructure further 
contribute to farmers' poverty – it is four 
kilometers from Tabe Ere to the nearest  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

paved road, and the nearest health service is 
nine kilometers away. The rains, when they 
fall, are very intense, and have made roads 
difficult to navigate. Ziem says that the heavy 
rains and poor yields have been reported to 
authorities, "but the government is silent.” 

Villagers report that the isolation and bad 
roads also discourage qualified health 
personnel and teachers from accepting 
positions in the community. Those who do 
take these jobs live in Lawra and commute 
"as they please," often irregularly. 

Ziem attributes his poverty to having to take 
on his brother’s wife and children, and the 
bad rains, but he adds that one's fortunes – 
good or bad – depend on God. He observes 
that it is easier for a rich man to fall into 
poverty than for a poor man to pull himself 
up into a state of well-being.  

Ziem's community is able to provide scant 
assistance to help him and his family survive. 
Like Ziem, many people in Tabe Ere live in 
extreme poverty. There is a rumour that an 
NGO from the United States will come and 
help them, but Ziem remembers that people 
have been talking about this for years. “We 
are too far and too small. We are the 
forgotten. The government doesn’t care. Only 
God remembers us.” 
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