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Canadian CSOs and the Triple Nexus:
A review of Canadian CSO experiences in Humanitarian-Development-Peace
Nexus programming in fragile and conflict-affected countries

Highlights

In May 2024, the CSO Nexus Working Group? initiated a research project to document the experiences of
Canadian CSOs in implementing the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus (HDP) or triple nexus. The
purpose of the review was to generate an understanding of the opportunities and challenges associated
with the triple nexus approach, aiming to enhance both practice and policy discussions for CSOs and
government departments in Canada.

The review was based on a mixed method approach that included: 1) a literature review of more than 70
policy documents, surveys and project reports; 2) an analysis of data in GAC’s Historical Projects Data Set;
3) an online survey gathering the views of 30 CSO representatives working in 20 Canadian humanitarian
organizations; and 4) a series of semi-structured interviews with 16 representatives in 11 organization-
based conversations. The latter included an interview with four officials from Global Affairs Canada.

The report primarily focuses on Canadian CSOs, their perceptions of the triple nexus and the related policy
environment, while also touching on connections to international and local dialogue processes. The study
traces the extent to which the triple nexus approach has been integrated into programming, identifies
challenges and opportunities in its implementation, and highlights good practices. Special emphasis is
placed on how gender, localization, and conflict sensitivity are addressed and applied.

What is the triple nexus?

Triple nexus is an overarching holistic approach to protracted humanitarian crises, which links
humanitarian and development action with the inclusion of peace initiatives. There is a focus on better
programming, coordination and finance along with a growing emphasis on three core concepts: gender,
conflict sensitivity and localization. While the three HDP pillars can be programmed within one
organization, several organizations can also just as effectively coordinate work in their respective pillars
as part of a complimentary nexus approach. The rationale behind this broader scope is that the approach
can more effectively address the root causes of conflict and vulnerability, while promoting long-term
inclusion, resilience and stability in fragile and conflict affected countries.

There is no set recipe for effective triple nexus programming; the composition of humanitarian-
development-peace programs should evolve and respond to the local context. The context in fragile and
conflict affected countries is complex and evolving, program staff should promote prevention and adapt
to the reality on the ground.

! The CSO Nexus Working Group is a self-initiated collective of CSOs within the Canadian Food Security Policy
Group collaborating on HDP nexus principles and practices, in aims of advocating for its integration in the Canadian
humanitarian and development ecosystem.



The boundaries between the double nexus and triple nexus are blurred. In practice the approaches
often overlap as programs evolve, funds are mixed and matched with different organizations, and
program staff coordinate with other actors and adapt to the context.

As an overarching approach, triple nexus overlaps with many other concepts and frameworks, such as
sustainability, resiliency and vulnerabilities, anticipatory action, area-based response, and so forth. The
terms illustrate how triple nexus is a wide overarching approach that require practitioners to define their
pathways within.

At its core, the triple nexus approach is about systemic change in the way policymakers and
practitioners work together. The combined emphasis on coordination and localization or locally lead
actions, alongside external responsiveness in-country, can foster more efficient and effective
collaborations among organizations, and safeguard space for local leaders to set the agenda.

What is the Canadian humanitarian context for triple nexus programming?

While some trends in Canadian humanitarian assistance are clear, ODA data does not allow for the
accurate identification of triple nexus projects. However, some rough estimates based on proxy trends
for humanitarian, development and peace programming are possible using OECD Development Assistance
Committee (DAC) sector coding. This data revealed the following:

1. Canadian humanitarian assistance has been increasing over the past five years, by 36% in nominal
volume, but only 10% when support for Ukraine is excluded. However, humanitarian assistance has
declined as a share of Real ODA from 15% in 2018/19 to 12% in 2022/23 (discounting in-donor refugee
costs, support for COVID-19 Control and Ukraine to allow comparisons with earlier years).

2. The volume of humanitarian assistance delivered by CSOs has varied by year, with overall assistance
averaging around $250 million, and is highly concentrated. Only eight (8) Canadian CSOs delivered
78% of GAC CSO humanitarian assistance in 2022/23, representing 17% of total GAC humanitarian
assistance.

3. Multilateral organizations are the primary channels for delivering Canadian humanitarian
assistance, but also highly concentrated among a few organizations. Eight (8) multilateral
organizations delivered 70% of Canadian humanitarian assistance in 2022/23, with the World Food
Program alone accounting for 42% of this assistance.

4. Canadian humanitarian assistance is concentrated in 20 protracted crisis countries,? representing
87% of total humanitarian assistance in 2022/23. Nevertheless 48% of the flows to these countries
were for development purposes, 40% humanitarian assistance and 12% peace assistance.

GAC’s approach to implementing the triple nexus is largely shaped by the fact that GAC humanitarian
and development assistance is mainly delivered through intermediary organizations (multilateral or
CSOs). GAC's ability to affect change is derived mainly from its influence on policies and practices within

2 A protracted crisis country is a country which had had at least five consecutive Humanitarian Response Plans
according to UN OCHA (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs).



relevant UN organizations, in policy discussions at the World Bank, or in other UN fora. Its impact on CSOs
is highly dependent on policy frameworks, program modalities, and fiduciary requirements that shape
and enable CSOs in implementing a triple nexus approach in their programming. Canadian CSOs have
faced many challenges over the past five years in this regard.

Are Canadian CSOs using a triple nexus approach?

The research found that experience in double nexus approach (Humanitarian-Development) is more
prevalent and long-standing among Canadian CSOs, but with growing implementation of the triple
nexus. Most survey respondents were involved in double nexus (89%) and triple nexus (65%), although
many involved in triple nexus selected “somewhat involved” (41%). The finding likely reflects the lack of
clear definitions and that some organizations are moving from double to triple nexus programming.
Overall, there is some experience in implementing a triple nexus approach in more than half of the 20
surveyed organizations.

On the whole, the CSOs emphasized humanitarian and development pillars with varying levels of
financial support depending on the country, but with a consistently much smaller portion allocated to
the peace pillar. The respondents consistently describe this pillar in terms of small ‘p’ peace activities such
as conflict sensitivity, social cohesion and peace education as opposed to capital ‘P’ peace activities such
as diplomatic negotiations and UN peacekeepers.

The review found that Canadian CSOs are using the triple nexus approach in fragile and conflict-affected
countries as intended. There was a significant correlation between the location of Canadian CSOs nexus
programs and countries with OCHA Humanitarian Response Plans. In particular, there were also high
numbers of programs in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, and South Sudan.

In the immediate absence of system wide transformation, many policymakers and practitioners focus
on creating smaller changes and ‘administrative workarounds’ within their sphere of influence to move
towards a triple nexus approach. These measures tend to include a focus on developing and
implementing their own programs, funding other organizations (most often local partners) and their own
organizational enabling environments. Yet, the review also found that these measures could be expanded
to include more policy influence and collaborations with other organizations on programs or projects,
particularly in-country.

How are Canadian CSOs creating change?

The review gathered good practices and advice for implementing a triple nexus approach from the survey
and interviews as well as the literature review - including internal CSO reports. The findings suggest the
following observations:

e As the triple nexus approach may be open to different interpretations, organizations require a
shared understanding of triple nexus with some expertise in key areas as well as a general
understanding to facilitate communication across sectors. For multi-mandated organizations, it
is also important to have mechanisms to coordinate across programs.



This review found that Canadian CSOs were consistently applying a gender lens in their nexus
programming, even though international studies found that many triple nexus approaches
lacked a gender component. More than 70% of respondents indicated that they incorporate a
gender lens in their triple nexus programming either “extremely well” or “very well.” The top
practices included: 1) incorporate gender analysis in project design; 2) programs aimed at
reducing gender-based violence; 3) build capacity in gender analysis and awareness; and 4)
support for women-led initiatives. Further, the data review found that gender and inclusion is
already a major part of GAC’s peace assistance. While a very positive finding, it is unclear whether
the uptake is due to the triple nexus approach or, more likely, Canada’s International Feminist
Policy.

Respondents were only moderately confident in their organization’s ability to integrate conflict
sensitivity. This included ensuring aid does no harm, social cohesion projects, and, to a lesser
extent, providing a safe place for community dialogue. Respondents also mentioned trusted
relationships and being able to anticipate and prevent crises. Further, the data showed that more
emphasis should be placed on building capacity in this area, resourcing responsive and
collaborative conflict-analysis process, and providing trauma and healing support.

The survey demonstrates that respondents have a high confidence in their ability to apply a
locally lead approach in their nexus programming. The responses reflect the values most CSOs
place on their relationships with local partners. All the respondents indicated that their
organization engaged local communities in decision-making processes through local CSOs,
prioritized local procurement and hiring, and transferred resources and responsibilities to local
actors for program implementation. This also included support for locally determined capacity
building. While certainly a positive finding, power imbalances still run-through most donor-
recipient partnerships. The transformative shift from top-down, which is built into most of the
structures of development cooperation, to bottom-up processes, may still be a while away.

Many policymakers and practitioners invest extra effort in their work to find ‘creative solutions’
or ‘workarounds’ for triple nexus programs. These can include pooled funds, decentralization or
country focused integrated programs, support for local actors, informally coordinating with other
CSOs, using access to unrestricted funds, mixing and matching funding sources, offering multi-
year funding, or including crisis modifiers in program design.

What are some key issues for Canadian CSOs?
In addition to noting key issues throughout the study, survey respondents were asked to identify the

strengths and challenges they faced as organizations in implementing the triple nexus approach. The

highlights include:

Long-term, flexible and responsive funding is a significant challenge for organizations
attempting the triple nexus approach. While a few Canadian CSOs have access to private or
membership funds that can be used to augment programs and help achieve a more fulsome triple
nexus approach, many CSOs do not have this opportunity. In addition, the literature review found



that there has been little to no movement on better financing modalities among almost all donors,
including Canada.

Canadian and local CSOs frequently finance triple nexus work by mixing and matching funding
from different sources — which can push the responsibility for triple nexus downwards — leaving
intermediaries and local organizations with a patchwork of programs and complicated reporting
frameworks.

Despite significant support for adaptive management techniques, policymakers and
practitioners working in centralized northern or global bureaucracies find it challenging to adapt
to a changing context and be responsive to the local needs. Organizational policies must address
the need to design frameworks that can quickly distribute funds and supplies when needed and
create space for local actors to work on the community priorities — even when they shift to
respond to the context. Therefore, locally led nexus approaches deserves continued attention by
the Nexus Working Group, alongside initiatives on localization within GAC and the wider
international CSO community.

Several respondents noted that long-term relationships with local partners based on mutual
support and trust is a central strength, while other respondents noted that local capacity and
resistance or push back on principles such as gender inclusion was a challenge to localization.
This underscores the need for continued efforts in resourcing and building capacity, particularly
in terms of mutual learning and creating space for local leadership.

The survey suggests that there is a high level of awareness among a core group of practitioners,
but only a moderate understanding within many of the respondent’s organizations. In this
regard, the CSO Nexus Working Group could widen their capacity building efforts and focus on
practitioners outside their core network.

How do Canadian CSOs coordinate in-country?

The triple nexus approach calls on aid actors to improve coordination while moving towards
localization, or responsive and locally led programs. Such an approach puts the focus on the in-country
coordination / dialogue processes that often tend exclude smaller, more local actors. Drawing from the
interviews and literature review, the report suggests that:

Coordination can vary widely from country-to-country but tends to include a mixture of informal
networks and more formal donor forums, clusters or sector working groups and regular meetings
with government bodies in the capital or large centres.

The United Nations, or more specifically the Resident / Humanitarian Coordinator, can play a
lead role in facilitating these processes in many protracted crisis countries. However, this seems
highly dependent on individuals and conditions in country.

Sometimes local CSOs and state institutions develop parallel processes, but overall, they lack
the venues and resources to engage fully.

Involvement of CSOs in the coordination and dialogue process is mixed, with some respondents
co-chairing committees and others stating the investment is not worth the return. In addition, a
few respondents mentioned coordinating within ad hoc professional and social networks.



e Overall, CSOs often focus on coordination exclusively with their local partners rather than
coordinating with other CSOs and/or stakeholders.

o The sheer volume of organizations in the field can be challenging with their own mandates and
processes, top-down decision-making and inter-agency competition.

e Overall, the literature review, survey, and interviews did not show any movement towards
greater coordination.

What has been GAC’s experience in implementing the triple nexus approach?

Many bilateral and multilateral providers such as Canada have made clear policy commitments, but to
date these commitments have not resulted in substantive changes in practice. This finding is confirmed
by the DAC’s five-year review of its Recommendation on the Triple Nexus.> While acknowledging that
these are complex contexts on the ground, providers have often lacked political will, appropriate funding
mechanisms and a risk appetite to invest in fragile and conflict-affected context in ways that address root
causes.

In this context, Global Affairs Canada’s practice is keeping pace with its peers. GAC’s triple nexus
engagement has been characterized by a “decentralized approach” within the ministry since later 2022.
An earlier 2020 workplan to promote and implement the triple nexus has been suspended and overtaken
by institution-wide processes such as the five-year Grants and Contributions Transformation Initiative
(GCTI) and the reorganization of Global Affairs affecting the development, humanitarian and
peacebuilding bureaus. The decentralized approach and subsequent absence of any inter-departmental
coordinating body has several implications:

o There is a knowledge gap around the implementation of the triple nexus approach. At the time
of the study, GAC does not have a designated group to gather information on its efforts to
implement triple nexus and how it is expressed in partnership with UN/CSO intermediaries.

e The Grants and Contributions Transformation Initiative, as a largely technical information
management reform, does not directly consider nexus programming. However, some loosening
of current risk averse aid modalities and practices could support nexus initiatives in the future.

e GAC reorganization is promising, with all HDP pillars housed in the International Assistance and
Partnerships Branch. Yet, it is very early days and the implications for triple nexus are months
away.

o Informal cross-department initiatives on triple nexus projects have worked in the past, but such
initiatives are not sustainable as wider GAC practice.

e GAC has implemented some modest changes, including crisis modifiers in some projects, a
provision for a 7% overhead allocation for local partners, and a move to multi-year humanitarian
funding.

3 OECD DAC, 2024. “Report on the implementation, dissemination and continued relevance of the DAC
Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus,” International Network on Conflict and
Fragility (INCAF), DCD/DAC/INCAF(2023)1/FINAL, accessed at
https://one.oecd.org/document/DCD/DAC/INCAF(2023)1/FINAL/en/pdf.
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GAC continues to be fully engaged in multilateral processes relating to triple nexus — INCAF at
DAC, World Bank fragile countries initiative, International Dialogue on Peace building — creates
opportunities for CSO engagement with Canadian officials involved and external CSO networks
influencing the outcomes.

GAC has a very weak record in direct support for local CSOs, but is slowly developing some
guidance on “localization” in GAC programming and practices, which should be followed closely
by Canadian CSOs.

What are the next steps for the CSO Nexus Working Group?

1) Strengthen the capacities of Canadian CSOs and other relevant stakeholders to implement the triple
nexus approach.

a.

Promote membership in the CSO Nexus Working Group and support new or interested members
with mentorship and resources on the triple nexus approach.

Develop a capacity building strategy that includes the overall purpose, potential audiences,
priorities, core competencies, learning outcomes, and available resources and expertise.

Identify diverse audiences outside the core nexus network and tailored outreach for
organizations, professional networks, sectors, and so forth.

Focus the capacity building strategy on specific topics and practical tools, with particular
attention on the peace pillar, conflict analysis, joint analysis and/or coordination.

Support members of the CSO Nexus Working Group with resources and learning events within
their organizations, such as in-house workshops.

Create a bank of human resources, which could be called upon to support capacity development
for organizations starting or enhancing their triple nexus approach.

2) Advocate and support the triple nexus approach by engaging relevant GAC officials and leadership.
The approach with GAC should be iterative and should build on the potential of the reorganization but

also take account the experience of GAC’s efforts over the past few years.

a.

Build trust and understanding with GAC through joint learning and policy dialogues on key issues
of mutual concern relating to the triple nexus, such as coordination, localization, gender, conflict
sensitivity analysis, and building on opportunities arising from Cooperation Canada’s Futures
Forum.

Create joint learning opportunities building on specific country experiences, where GAC may be
more directly involved in implementing a triple nexus approach.

Over time, and with an understanding of GAC’s reorganization process, develop clear proposals
and practical ways forward for more flexible and integrated funding that explicitly enables a
triple nexus approach. An option for a HDP Nexus Fund, perhaps modeled after the Equality Fund,
could be explored as one avenue to ensure appropriate funding modalities.



Encourage transparency and dialogue as GAC implements its reorganization in the context of
advancing a triple nexus approach.

Increase engagement with relevant GAC officials on GAC’s work on the triple nexus with various
actors, such as the UN, DAC and the World Bank.

Plan for upcoming evaluative processes such as the DAC peer review of Canada in November
2024 and GAC evaluation of the triple nexus in 2026/27. Equally relevant may be GAC’s evaluation
of working in fragile contexts in 2024/25 and two evaluations in 2025/26 on the Peace and
Stabilization Operations Program and on Disaster Risk and Resilience in Indo-Pacific Region.

3) Strengthen the evidence base for Canadian CSOs around the triple nexus approach.

a.

Establish a storehouse of resources, including case studies, evaluations, literature reviews, and
other organizational documents, building on the current google drive.

Continue to identify and map triple nexus pathways or catalogue the different ways in which
triple nexus is being implemented.

Encourage additional studies on the triple nexus approach, particularly in terms of how it impacts
program outcomes.

Scan the QR code to access the full study report

A Review of Canadian CSO Experiences in Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus
Programming in in Fragile and Conflict-Affected Countries

The CSO Nexus Working Group commissioned this study under Acted Canada administrated support.




