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This case study was authored by Barbara-Anne Krijgsman and Maxence Verpraet with contributions 
from Troels Mathieu-Sorenson and with full support from UNDP Iraq and with particular thanks to Auke 
Lootsma, Elliman Jagne, Leanne Rios, Judy Wakahiu and David Videira.

This case study forms part of a broader series on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace (HDP) Nexus, drawing 
on UNDP experiences to illustrate how Nexus approaches have been applied in different contexts to generate 
practical lessons and insights.
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Iraq is a middle-income country emerging from decades of conflict and large-scale displacement, with over 
one million IDPs still affected amid declining humanitarian funding and a planned humanitarian phase-out. The 
challenge has been to shift from emergency aid to development without leaving vulnerable groups behind. 

The HDP Nexus has functioned primarily as a transition mechanism, helping the country move from humanitarian 
response toward government-led development and peace efforts. By anchoring coordination and programming 
around stabilization and durable solutions to displacement, the Nexus enabled continuity where funding, 
coordination structures, and humanitarian presence were shrinking. 

Stabilization and Solutions for displacement served as the main operational entry points for the Nexus. UNDP’s 
Stabilization Programme restored basic services, infrastructure, livelihoods, and security in liberated areas, 
allowing nearly five million displaced Iraqis to return sustainably and therefore reducing humanitarian needs. 
The Durable Solutions architecture provided a coordination platform linking humanitarian, development, and 
peace actors, while area-based approaches supported reintegration, social cohesion, and local recovery. 

The humanitarian-to-development transition has been strained by sharply declining international funding, limited 
government capacity to absorb responsibilities, and political and administrative fragmentation between federal 
Iraq and the Kurdistan Region. Coordination has been under-resourced and would need more investment at 
the local levels. 

Iraq illustrates how the Nexus becomes most critical when humanitarian aid recedes but needs persist. Without 
a practical, well-resourced Nexus approach, humanitarian phase-out can deepen vulnerabilities, fuel social 
tensions, and undermine returns and reintegration. 

UNDP has been a central driver of the HDP Nexus in Iraq by sequencing stabilization, development, and 
peacebuilding efforts around displacement solutions. Through the Funding Facility for Stabilization, social 
cohesion programming, and co-leadership of the Durable Solutions architecture, UNDP helped reduce 
humanitarian needs, support returns and reintegration, and restore state presence and legitimacy.

Executive 
Summary
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1
Despite its classification as a middle-income country with substantial oil resources and exports, 

Iraq remains highly fragile, facing limited access to basic services, climate vulnerabilities, political 
instability, and ongoing violence. With a relatively high Human Development Index score of 0.695, 

Iraq ranks similarly to Tajikistan and Bhutan, but this score masks underlying vulnerabilities.i 

Over the past four decades (1980-2017), Iraq has endured three major conflicts. Combined with regional 
instability and civil unrest, this has led to prolonged displacement, slow recovery, and protracted socio-economic 
pressures. Iraq’s heavy dependence on oil exports has exacerbated economic fragility, particularly in light of 
its mounting budget deficits. Additionally, gaps in delivery of public services, corruption,ii aging infrastructure, 
and widening inequalities – especially for women, persons with disabilities, and other marginalized groups – 
compound these challenges.iii 

Post-conflict recovery priorities vary across regions. Stabilization efforts have been central in northern 
liberated federal areas, where solutions for displacement have been prioritized in the Kurdistan Region of 
Iraq (KRI) as most IDP camps are located there, whereas in southern Iraq, a broader range of programming 
has been undertaken.

The country has seen three major waves of humanitarian intervention: in 1990 following the Kuwait invasion; 
in 2003 after the U.S.-led intervention; and in 2014 as a response to the war against ISIL, which at one point 
occupied 40 percent of Iraq’s territory.iv 

Between 2016 and 2018, military operations reclaimed ISIL-occupied territories in the north. The United 
Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), established in 2003 and expected to close by the end of 2025, has 
provided technical and advisory support on elections, human rights, and political dialogue. However, despite 
ISIL’s defeat in 2017, sporadic instances of insurgent attacks and counter-terrorism operations continued until 
2020. 

Iraq remained in political turmoil till 2022, marked by mass protests, violent clashes, and instability. While 
security has since improved, it still remains susceptible to the impacts of regional instabilities.

The humanitarian situation remains driven by conflict-related displacement and the economic impact of 
COVID-19. The ISIL conflict displaced over 6 million Iraqis, of which 1.05 million are still internally displaced.v 

Background:
the Humanitarian-Development-
Peace Nexus in Iraq
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Most IDPs reside in northern Iraq, particularly in the Kurdistan Region, and overall displacement numbers have 
declined by only 13 percent in four years.vi 

Returns are slow and often unsustainable due to limited access to shelter, services, livelihoods, security, and 
social cohesion. About 12 percent of IDPs remain in camps,vii where service gaps continue to widen amid 
declining humanitarian funding. Return areas face multiple issues including property disputes, inadequate 
housing, and economic and service deficits, exposing returnees to gender-based violence, stigma, and 
protection risks.

In 2021, the Government of Iraq (GoI) announced its intent to close all IDP camps in Federal Iraq, viz. 
areas under the direct administration of GoI. Closures in KRI have also been initiated in 2024 despite 
significant unmet needs. While the government has offered return and reintegration support including cash 
grants, many of these proposed initiatives have not materialized. 

Geopolitical sensitivities and jurisdictional differences between the Federal and Kurdistan governments have 
led to impeded camp operations. The presence of ISIL-affiliated individuals has further complicated the process 
of winding down camp operations. Abrupt closures have strained already limited service delivery in return 
areas, as reconstruction and recovery efforts remain insufficient.viii The government also faces challenges in 
reintegrating returnees from the Al Hol camp in Syria and addressing the ongoing displacement of the Yazidi 
population, both politically sensitive issues.
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2
The Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus in Iraq is shaped by three key factors: the phase-out of 

humanitarian aid; a strong focus on IDPs and stabilization; and the fiscal realities of a middle-income 
country.

Before 2020, efforts to implement the Nexus approach in Iraq were limited, despite the country’s 
designation as a pilot for the implementation of the HDP Nexus in 2017. However, these efforts were revived 
by the establishment of the Durable Solutions Mechanism in 2020 and the planned humanitarian phase-out. 
The transition aimed to restore government legitimacy in service provision and security through stabilization 
programmes in liberated governorates and reduce dependence on shrinking humanitarian assistance.

The shift in approach from “humanitarian” to “development” was driven by increased government 
ownership and responsibility, restored access to oil revenues from liberated fields and declining 
humanitarian funding. However, this decision was met with criticism, as there remained over 1 million IDPs with 
complex and different needs (such as families affiliated with ISIL) and 2.5 million people requiring assistance.ix 

The Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) was disbanded in December 2022, and humanitarian clusters were 
phased out with the aim of gradually transferring responsibilities to the state welfare system. To guide this 
transition, the HCT created a Transitional Advisory Group, developed a light transition strategy, and guided 
each cluster to produce a roadmap for implementing the process. Instead of a Humanitarian Response Plan 
(HRP), a Humanitarian Transition Overview was introduced for 2023-2024. 

Despite these efforts, the transition faced significant obstacles. By 2022, multiple clusters warned that 
the government lacked the capacity to assume planning and implementation of humanitarian response.x, xi 
The existence of two separate governments – the Federal Government of Iraq and the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) – with separate ministries and administrative structures further complicated the process. 
Emergence of the crisis in Ukraine crisis disrupted continuity, as did the high turnover of staff, prompting 
frequent revisiting of key decisions as new personnel joined.

To address the gaps, a transitional coordination structure was established, leveraging the Solutions architecture. 
While this structure absorbed some cluster coordination functions – particularly those previously handled by sub-
working groups – it was not intended to fully assume the role of humanitarian coordination.xii The process was 
also criticized for lack of inclusivity, particularly from the perspective of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs).xiii 

HDP Nexus Process
in Iraq
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In 2024, the Joint Coordination Forums were created, bringing together the transitional coordination structures 
and area-based durable solutions coordination mechanisms into a single post-transition coordination body.

After the fall of ISIL, durable solutions have been a central focus of crisis response efforts, with strong 
international and national support for IDP return and (re)integration. In 2020, the Government of Iraq 
requested that durable solutions for IDPs be included as a pillar of the 2020-2024 United Nations Sustainable 
Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF), underscoring their strategic importance.xiv 

The HDP Nexus was identified as a key approach to advancing solutions and was integrated into strategic 
frameworks and coordination structures from 2020 onwards. This was a direct response to the evolving 
humanitarian and development landscape which also became an integral part of the UNSDCF for Iraq. By 
embedding durable solutions within broader national development strategies, the UNSDCF aimed to align 
UN support with government-led efforts, ensuring sustainability while addressing the complex socio-political 
dimensions of return and reintegration.

In 2022, Iraq was selected as a pilot country for solutions initiatives under the leadership of the Secretary-
General’s Special Adviser on Durable Solutions to Internal Displacement and the implementation of the 
Action Agenda on Internal Displacement. 

On the security-development area, the UNAMI and the UN launched the OneUN Plan for Al Hol was developed 
in 2023 to ensure a coordinated and strategic approach to addressing the reintegration needs of returnees 
from the Al-Hol camp in northern Syria.xv 

As the total reported funding to Iraq declined drastically, from USD 1.8 billion in 2016 to USD 218 million 
in 2024,xvi the share of humanitarian funding also dropped, from 59 percent of total Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) in 2016 to just 9 percent in 2023.xvii Most international donors have disengaged since 2022,xviii 
citing the Iraqi government’s increased crude oil revenues and reprioritization towards other conflicts and crises. 

With international aid dwindling, UN programmes dependent on these grants lost significance in terms of 
scale when compared to the government’s budget. This shifted the balance of power towards the national 
authorities as they assumed a stronger financial position to address the needs of the population.xix The GoI 
adopted the National Plan for Getting the IDPs Back to their Liberated Areasxx in November 2022, under which it 
coordinates with the Durable Solutions architecture. However, this largely remains a Government-Humanitarian 
coordination rather than a full-fledged HDP Nexus engagement. 

The inclusion of solutions to internal displacement within the development agenda led to a shift in funding 
priorities. Development actors increasingly responded to solutions for displacement, diverting resources 
from traditional development programmes. As humanitarian funding declined, humanitarian organizations 
began competing for development funds, marginalizing local and smaller NGOs that lacked access to these 
funding mechanisms. 

This contradicted the Nexus principles on localization, as smaller humanitarian actors were increasingly 
sidelined.xxi A practical and solution-focused coordination of the responsibilities of each HDP pillar must drive 
the transition to ensure that no one is left behind and avoid downsizing the involvement of local and smaller 
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actors. Development and peace actors should be aligned with humanitarians from the start to secure medium 
to longer-term investments in areas such as improving governance, social cohesion, the governments’ ability to 
lead and coordinate the response, strengthening service delivery systems, and supporting economic recovery.xxii
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3
UNDP’s work in Iraq focuses on three key areas: sustainable economic growth; environmental 

and climate resilience; and peace and governance.xxiii While UNDP does not follow a dedicated 
HDP Nexus strategy, it has effectively aligned, leveraged, and sequenced activities across the Nexus 

in key areas. UNDP’s primary contribution to the HDP Nexus in Iraq has been transitioning from short-term 
stabilization to long-term displacement solutions through coordination, programming, and financing efforts 
under the “Stabilization” and “Solutions for Displacement” agendas.

Through its Stabilization Programme, UNDP created conditions for nearly five million displaced Iraqis to 
return home,xxiv ensuring a smooth transition from emergency response to displaced persons’ needs to 
long-term recovery. Efforts focused on the five ISIL-liberated governorates, rebuilding infrastructure, fostering 
(re)integration, and addressing gaps left by years of conflict, while supporting IDPs and displacement-affected 
communities in rebuilding their lives.xxv 

The approach covers the development and peace components of the HDP Nexus by reducing humanitarian 
needs, preventing protracted displacement and conflict, and laying the foundation for recovery. To achieve 
this, the UNDP Funding Facility for Iraq has rehabilitated housing and restored essential services and economic 
infrastructure. 

These investments helped provide safe and dignified shelter, meet essential food and WASH needs, and 
stimulate local economic recovery. Livelihoods were also revitalized through small business grants that 
supported asset replacement and the restoration of facilities, factories, and markets. 

Together, these efforts demonstrate UNDP’s commitment to bridging immediate humanitarian assistance with 
longer-term development and peacebuilding goals. As of 2024, more than 3,700 projects have been completed 
with a combined value of over USD 1 billion.xxvi 

On Solutions for Displacement, UNDP Iraq Country Office (CO) has implemented an integrated approach to 
foster social stability and (re)integration of IDPs in conflict-affected areas as part of its own programming, 
which also feeds into thematic areas within the UNSDCF and the OneUN Plan for Al Hol. The CO has 
supported the Government of Iraq and local communities with inclusive, conflict-sensitive, development-oriented 
solutions to facilitate the socio-economic (re)integration of displaced individuals. The approach is implemented 
through institutions and through communities – both host and return – using an area-based approach.

UNDP’s Role in 
the HDP Nexus
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This work includes housing rehabilitation, mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS), livelihood 
support, capacity building of local peacebuilding mechanisms, rehabilitation or construction of community 
infrastructures, and support to national and local authorities to lead and coordinate the return and (re)
integration process.xxvii The promotion of social cohesion and sustainable (re)integration in conflict-affected 
areas contributed to addressing immediate humanitarian needs, supporting long-term development, and 
peacebuilding.

UNDP played a critical role in aid coordination in Iraq. As humanitarian clusters wound down (ending in 2022), 
UNDP withdrew from mechanisms where it had previously led efforts, such as the Emergency and Livelihoods 
Cluster. With Iraq shifting towards development aid, UNDP emerged as a central actor, co-leading the Durable 
Solutions coordination mechanism. However, its engagement was confined to stabilization and displacement 
solutions, limiting broader interaction with other HDP stakeholders.

3.1.	 HDP Nexus Coordination: Solutions and Coordinated Humanitarian 
to Development Transition 

In Iraq, coordination across the HDP Nexus has primarily been structured around Solutions for internal 
displacement given the large-scale internal displacement, and the need to adopt programming to 
support sustainable solutions. The Durable Solutions mechanism was initiated by UNDP and the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and designated as a key priority by the Deputy Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General/Resident Coordinator/Humanitarian Coordinator (DSRSG/RC/HC) in 2020. 

This was further institutionalized through the 2021 Durable Solutions Strategy and Operational Framework, and 
the 2024 Roadmap to Accelerating the Implementation of the National Plan to Resolve Displacement, both of 
which sought to bridge humanitarian, stabilization, development, and peacebuilding efforts.

Under the leadership of the Durable Solutions Task Force (DSTF), the Durable Solutions Technical 
Working Group (DSTWG) serves as the primary platform for advancing solutions. Its main objective is to 
harmonize efforts between HDP actors and the Government to advance sustainable solutions. Initially, Area-
Based Coordination Groups (ABCs) facilitated local implementation (2020-2023) and were replaced in early 
2024 by seven Joint Coordination Forums (JCFs) in each governorate.xxviii 

The Return Working Group (RWG), established in 2016 to monitor return conditions and track progress, now 
operates under the DSTF’s oversight (see figure 1 for the organigram).xxix Durable Solutions and Return were 
treated as separate workstreams, as reintegration extends beyond IDPs to include families perceived to be 
affiliated with ISIL, bringing additional challenges related to security, justice, and accountability.

The DSTF, co-led by UNDP and IOM, provides strategic guidance, programme coordination, joint resource 
mobilization, and advocacy, facilitating information exchange with other entities.xxx The DSTWG, co-chaired 
by UNDP, IOM, and the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), operationalizes HDP Nexus solutions through 
technical guidance, tools, and methodologies.xxxi 
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The NGO Coordination Committee for Iraq (NCCI) played a key role in facilitating international and national NGO 
participation in the DSTWG. However, resource constraints hindered its ability to present a unified position, 
and it closed down in 2023, further weakening coordination following the cluster system’s closure.xxxii 

At the local level, Area-Based Coordination Groups (ABCs) comprised five focal points across humanitarian, 
development, peace, and stabilization actors. They were responsible for stakeholder outreach, planning, programme 
implementation and monitoring through Joint Plans of Action that were co-designed with the government, communities, 
and displacement-affected populations, and outlined the context, targets, activities, timelines, and indicators.xxxiii 

However, by 2024, all ABCs – except for two in Ninewa Governorate – were closed, effectively ending their 
Joint Plans of Action. Coordination was transferred to government-led Joint Coordination Forums (JCFs), 
which UNDP actively supports alongside district-level area-based coordination. The JCFs aim to strengthen 
governorate-level coordination, address operational challenges, and facilitate cross-sector information sharing. 

A handover between coordination mechanisms must be accompanied by capacity-building and sufficient 
resources to ensure continuity and effectiveness. As part of this, coordination structures should strengthen 
cross-cutting considerations embedded in the Terms of Reference, Strategy, and Operational Framework. 
While these documents promote gender-sensitive programming, further efforts are needed to advance toward 
transformative gender inclusion. This includes actively engaging women-led organizations and networks to 
enhance representation and empowerment within Nexus programming.

When developing the UN Durable Solutions Strategy, it was recognized that leveraging existing structures 
and mechanisms was essential to catalyze Solutions ambitions. To ensure the sustainability of these solutions, 
they were intentionally anchored within an HDP Nexus approach. After a decade of forced displacement, these 
issues are now increasingly perceived as developmental rather than purely humanitarian, reinforcing the need 
for a long-term, sustainable approach.xxxiv 

UNDP and IOM have brought distinct yet complementary expertise to the process. UNDP’s stabilization, 
reintegration, governance and social cohesion efforts provided a natural entry point for wider development 
interventions, focusing on rebuilding social infrastructure and livelihoods. IOM provided direct support to 
IDPs and returnees through livelihood and reintegration programmes as well as field level presence in both 
camp and non-camp settings. This ensured a coherent and comprehensive support to the Iraqis and avoided 
duplication of efforts.xxxv The peacebuilding dimension was further reinforced through UNDP’s social cohesion 
initiatives, IOM’s community stabilization efforts, and local peacebuilding NGOs.

However, interventions on the ground have remained fragmented between HDP pillars.xxxvi The Durable 
Solution architecture has been underfunded and understaffed, hampering its ability to translate planning 
into coordinated implementation.xxxvii The shift from international community-led support to government-led 
development has also been challenging, lacking clear transition strategies and effective implementation. 

In this context, the HDP Nexus offers a critical framework to align and leverage currently disconnected 
interventions. By building on the Funding Facility for Stabilization (FFS) and other similar programmes, a 
comprehensive area-based portfolio approach linked to national policy and plans can enable implementation of 
cross-sectoral solutions to local development challenges, empowering local authorities to take a leading role. 
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Yet, to date, the Nexus has not reached the level of maturity to develop specific HDP indicators, markers or 
budgets in order to assess the actual impact of the approach. The work through the Durable Solutions agenda 
and Coordination group to move away from the usual siloed approach remains difficult to evaluate. The 
recent National Development Plan 2024-2028 and UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 
2025-2029 adopted the Nexus approach through the Durable Solution architecture and agenda but do 
not include HDP Nexus indicators.

Effective involvement of local actors and expanding the scope of the DS solution architecture should 
enhance current HDP coordination. Linking the efforts on sustainable (re)integration and solutions for 
displacement-affected communities with broader challenges such as equality, poverty and climate change 
would enable a full transition from humanitarian to development and peace. These platforms would promote 
local ownership, leadership and joint programming among humanitarian, stabilization, development, and 
peacebuilding actors, enabling a holistic approach.

3.2	 UNDP’s Programmatic Entry Point to the Nexus: Reintegration 
and Social Cohesion 

Since 2021, UNDP Iraq has progressively shifted from a stabilization-oriented approach to a conflict-
sensitive development model, aligning with evolving HDP Nexus priorities. While humanitarians’ efforts 
focused on solutions for displacement in the whole country, UNDP’s work within the Nexus concentrated on 
the D and P pillars in liberated governorates under the overall coordination of the DSTF. 

This transition has provided valuable insights into operationalizing the Nexus approach in complex post-conflict 
settings.xxxviii UNDP’s approach encompasses four interrelated projects with a unified theory of change to 
foster economic recovery, social cohesion and peace. A key aspect of these projects is to integrate women’s 
economic empowerment and participation in peace processes, applying a gender-sensitive approach and 
addressing gender-specific needs and challenges, including through women-led reconciliation dialogue and 
Women and Youth for Peace Groups.xxxix 

To support the Government of Iraq and local communities in addressing forced displacement, UNDP has 
implemented a conflict-sensitive and inclusive strategy. In addition to the broader Solutions for Displacement 
agenda, efforts to reintegrate families perceived to be affiliated with ISIL were framed within the Global 
Framework for UN Support on the Syria/Iraq Third Country Nationals Returnees. This initiative focused on the 
repatriation, rehabilitation, and reintegration of displaced Iraqis from Al Hol Camp. 

In 2021, a joint scoping exercise identified key gaps in reintegration efforts, leading to the development of 
the One UN Plan for Supporting the Return of Iraqi Nationals from Northeast Syria (mid-2023 to mid-2024). 
This plan defines programmatic priorities, sectoral budgets, and coordination mechanisms among key actors. 

A Technical Working Group was established to facilitate collaboration between the GoI and UN entities, 
incorporating human rights and gender-sensitive approaches. It consists of four task forces, viz. Legal Protection 
for Children, Security and Accountability for Adults, Rehabilitation and Transitional Services, and Reintegration. 
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The Reintegration Task Force is co-chaired by the Ministry of Migration and Displacement and UNDP, allowing 
the latter to lead on development solutions for reintegration of these populations into their areas of return.

Since 2020, UNDP’s Social Cohesion Programme has supported the reintegration of IDPs in Iraq through 
community dialogue, dispute resolution, infrastructure rehabilitation, and livelihood support, laying the 
groundwork for long-term peace and development. It facilitates community returns by providing psychological 
support, fostering social dialogue and local peace agreements, and supporting sustainable livelihoods.xl Past and 
ongoing efforts on stabilization have created the necessary conditions for IDPs to return safely and reintegrate 
peacefully, thereby reducing humanitarian needs and laying the foundation for long-term development.xli 

UNDP has also facilitated community-led dialogues, mediating over 500 disputes and building the capacities 
of 2,300 government officials in liberated governorates to prepare and implement reconciliation strategies 
and Plans of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism (PVE). Investments in community infrastructure – including 
water resources, public spaces, and economic hubs – have improved living conditions, facilitated community 
acceptance of returnees, and expanded economic opportunities, notably by imparting vocational trainings to 
3,500 and creating 2,200 temporary jobs.xlii 

Two projects also implement this approach. The Community-Based Reconciliation and Reintegration in Iraq project, 
launched in 2022 by UNDP and the humanitarian NGO Human Appeal, uses an area-based approach and conflict 
analysisxliii to develop solutions for return and socio-economic reintegration of perceived ISIL-affiliated families, a 
highly sensitive issue that risks fueling local tensions. Through mediation and reintegration efforts, the project has 
successfully ensured peaceful coexistence, with 86 percent respondents reporting improved social cohesion.xliv 

Similarly, the Socioeconomic and Community Resilience for the Prevention of Violent Extremism Project, 
implemented with World Vision International, provided sustainable livelihoods, mental health and psychosocial 
support, and empowered women and youth to counter radicalization.xlv 

UNDP has also strengthened local capacities by supporting Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) engaged in 
dialogue and civil peace initiatives, reinforcing localization and community ownership of peacebuilding efforts.xlvi

3.3	 Analysis of the Process: Funding, Financing and the Funding 
Facility for Stabilization

UNDP has managed a significant portion of Iraq’s stabilization efforts since 2016 through a single-agency 
mechanism designed to address both immediate and medium-term needs. The Funding Facility for Stabilization 
(FFS), a joint initiative between the Government of Iraq and the international community, has been widely 
recognized as being highly effective in supporting newly liberated areas from ISIL. 

In 2016, as the Iraqi government and the Global Coalition against Daesh made progress in reclaiming occupied 
territories, UNDP was tasked with establishing the Funding Facility for Immediate Stabilization (FFIS) as a rapid, 
government and civilian-led mechanism to facilitate the return of millions of displaced Iraqis.
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Beyond facilitating returns, the FFS was designed to lay the foundation for reconstruction and recovery while 
mitigating the risk of renewed violence and extremism. The programme operated through four pillars, viz. public 
works and infrastructure rehabilitation; livelihoods; local government capacity support; and social cohesion. UNDP 
implemented a fast-track approach that delivered both small-scale and large-scale infrastructure projects, including 
bridges, roads, power plants, and water and sanitation systems. Responding to survey findings that highlighted 
the critical importance of education and healthcare, the programme also prioritized the rehabilitation of schools, 
universities, and hospitals, while simultaneously creating employment opportunities for local populations.

As stabilization progressed, the FFS expanded its scope, including creating of sewerage infrastructure. Livelihood 
initiatives were expanded as return movements increased, focusing on immediate needs such as rubble removal, 
landmine and Improvised Explosive Device awareness campaigns, and later, housing rehabilitation.xlvii Another 
crucial component was strengthening local government capacity, ensuring that municipal administrations could 
swiftly resume operations following periods of destruction and displacement. UNDP embedded Municipal 
Stabilization Advisors within local governments to facilitate planning, implementation, and coordination of 
stabilization activities.

The FFS was established as a single-agency initiative, aligning closely with government priorities but operating 
independently of formal coordination with other UN agencies or partners. Nonetheless, UNDP ensured that 
insights from broader dialogue forums informed programme design and implementation. Coordination focused 
primarily on government engagement, with UNDP supporting local authorities in planning, development, and 
monitoring efforts. 

Key efforts included embedding Municipal Stabilization Advisors, aligning activities with the Government’s 
Reconstruction Fund for Areas Affected by Terroristic Operations, and maintaining close civil-military cooperation 
to enable rapid post-liberation interventions.xlviii Security considerations were paramount, and UNDP worked 
closely with national and international security forces to ensure operational continuity. This collaboration allowed 
rapid implementation stabilization activities within 24 hours of territorial liberation.xlix 

A distinctive feature of the programme was the ‘Stabilization Compact,’ which fostered coordination among 
stabilization partners through a “one team, different responsibilities” approach. Within this framework, UNDP 
managed civilian-led stabilization on the ground, while diplomatic, security, and development partners provided 
the enabling environment.l Fast-tracked procurement and pre-selection of private sector contractors facilitated 
immediate rehabilitation and cash-for-work opportunities.

Although the Stabilization Compact provided a platform for coordination, it focused on urgent rehabilitation 
and procurement and was not fully integrated into broader discussions on aligning, leveraging, and sequencing 
activities across the humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding sectors. Stabilization responds to security 
and political challenges, supporting the government in liberated areas to restore services. As such, stabilization 
is not part of the humanitarian system, and the programme operated outside the Cluster system and broader 
development coordination mechanisms, functioning as a stand-alone platform exclusively focused on FFS 
activities. While this single-agency model enabled swift decision-making and implementation, consultations 
revealed that other UN agencies and partners felt excluded, creating challenges in collaboration and 
coordination.
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From an HDP Nexus perspective, stabilization programmes should be embedded within the broader HDP 
framework. UNDP’s stabilization interventions were time-sensitive and designed to establish groundwork 
for long-term peace, recovery, and development. However, ensuring sustainability requires government-led 
strategies that prioritize continued provision of social and economic services. The HDP Nexus approach 
facilitates these efforts by mapping the capacity and willingness of national and subnational authorities to 
maintain infrastructure and deliver essential services.

The decision to implement Iraq’s stabilization programme through a single-agency approach presented 
both advantages and challenges. On the one hand, it enabled UNDP to deliver results rapidly, benefiting 
from strong support from Coalition members and the trust of the Iraqi government. The DSRSG mandated 
that the FFS operate as a single-agency model, with direct reporting to her office. This structure included 
establishing the FFS Service Centre in Erbil and prioritizing the Iraqi private sector, which implemented 90 
percent of FFS projects. 

While these decisions ensured transparent and large-scale delivery of stabilization interventions, the lack of a 
coordination mechanism created friction with other UN agencies. This underscores the need for more reflection 
on how stabilization efforts can be effectively embedded within a comprehensive HDP Nexus framework, 
ensuring stronger alignment between humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding actors.

A key challenge was balancing immediate stabilization needs with longer-term conflict sensitivity and 
peacebuilding objectives. This dilemma mirrors ongoing discussions in Africa’s stabilization programmes, 
where trade-offs between rapid intervention and addressing the root causes of conflict are increasingly 
scrutinized. 

One perspective suggests that focusing on political progress, social cohesion, and reconciliation could enable 
stabilization efforts to directly address conflict drivers. Others argue that individuals who have lost everything 
require immediate support to rebuild their lives before engaging in reconciliation processes, as early emphasis 
on social cohesion could slow down urgent service delivery and restoration of normalcy. 

Achieving this balance requires personnel with expertise in the HDP Nexus approach and an in-depth 
understanding of conflict dynamics.li Applying a gender lens is crucial to understanding how social norms and 
power structures shape vulnerabilities and opportunities for different groups. Through the FFS, UNDP ensured 
that women were included in decision-making structures, infrastructure rehabilitation, and livelihood projects. 
The programme also integrated gender-responsive measures across all implementation phases, ensuring 
gender-responsive livelihood opportunities and improved access to housing, healthcare, and education 
services for women.lii This provided an opportunity to mainstream gender considerations within HDP Nexus 
efforts, strengthening inclusive recovery approaches.

The strong involvement of local private sector actors created an entry point for the local private sector to 
become a key actor within the HDP Nexus. As part of UNDP’s stabilization efforts, two additional programmes, 
viz. the Iraq Crisis Response and Recovery Programme,liii and Building Resilience through Employment 
Promotion, complemented the work of the FFS.liv 
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Launched in 2015 and 2020 respectively, these programmes focused on livelihood enhancement, including 
employment generation, vocational training, business support, and gender and youth empowerment, aiming 
to reduce the risks of renewed violence and extremism. The Iraq Crisis Response and Resilience Programme 
(ICRRP) also included initiatives across government coordination, small infrastructure rehabilitation, social 
cohesion, and psychosocial support, which worked in close alignment with FFS’s infrastructure rehabilitation 
efforts to ensure comprehensive recovery.
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4
The implementation of the HDP Nexus in Iraq reflects the country’s complex socio-political and 

economic landscape, shaped by decades of conflict, political instability, and systemic vulnerabilities. 
The implementation and impact of the approach have been varying based on the different needs of 

liberated areas and the location of IDPs camps, including those outside of Iraq. 

Prolonged effects of war and displacement, combined with multiple political systems, have impeded cohesive 
planning and the integration of humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding efforts. UNDP Iraq has played 
a pivotal role in stabilization, solutions to internal displacement. 

However, progress from coordination and information-sharing towards joint diagnostics and root-cause analyses 
has been limited. The absence of structured interlinkages and sequencing of activities underscores the need 
for a more deliberate and strategic Nexus approach to maximize the interdependence between these sectors.

1.	 UNDP has been instrumental in operationalizing the HDP Nexus, responding to the shift from 
humanitarian aid to development. This transition was driven by declining humanitarian funding and 
expectations that Iraq’s oil revenues would enable the government to assume greater responsibility. In 
response, the aid community established coordination mechanisms to address remaining needs. Since 
2021, the Durable Solutions framework has evolved to provide long-term development strategies for IDPs 
while integrating area-based humanitarian transition bodies.

2.	 Stabilization is essential for enabling peacebuilding and long-term development in conflict-affected 
settings. In Iraq, UNDP facilitated the transition from emergency humanitarian response to sustainable 
solutions for nearly 5 million displaced persons and returnees by restoring services, rehabilitating 
infrastructure, creating economic opportunities, and enhancing security. However, stabilization is inherently 
political and sensitive, which has led the Funding Facility for Stabilization to operate largely as a stand-alone 
initiative.

3.	 The Durable Solutions architecture has proven effective in advancing HDP Nexus coordination, 
demonstrating strong leadership across development and humanitarian sectors. UNDP and IOM have 
strategically guided engagement with the government and donors, while operationally co-leading the 
Area-Based Coordination/Joint Coordination Forum mechanisms with the NRC to facilitate joint planning 
and implementation. This architecture provides the opportunity to engage local actors more effectively, by 

Results and 
Lessons Learned
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supporting adequate resource allocation and providing capacity building. Expanding beyond the Solutions 
for displacement could also broaden the scope of the HDP Nexus in Iraq, for instance integrating the climate 
dimension. 

Key Lessons Learned

•	 A practical and solution-oriented HDP Nexus transition strategy encompassing coordination, 
programming and financing would support humanitarian phase-out. A Nexus-driven transition to 
development requires active engagement across HDP pillars. However, the misalignment of international 
aid actors during the transition, and weak coordination between national and subnational authorities, 
particularly between the federal government and the Kurdistan Regional Government, remains a major 
challenge. 

	 UNDP has a crucial role in ensuring the Nexus approach is effectively implemented during the transition. 
This includes leveraging lessons from past experiences, such as the FFS, defining strategic and operational 
approaches to mitigate social tensions and align with national priorities, and detailing coordination 
mechanisms at national and local levels. UNDP must also build on its strength as a trusted local partner to 
empower authorities in leading the transition.

•	 After establishing the HDP Nexus through a specific entry point, its structures should evolve and expand 
to address a broader range of needs. While the Durable Solutions architecture has enhanced cross-
sector complementarity and tackled structural vulnerabilities in Iraq, it must further integrate humanitarian, 
development, stabilization, and peace efforts. 

	 The recent Joint Coordination Forums, succeeding in the Area-Based Coordination Groups and humanitarian 
Clusters, offer an opportunity to go beyond initial intervention areas and strengthen local engagement. 
However, effective area-based coordination requires sufficient staffing, resources, and local capacity. 
Smaller and local organizations must be meaningfully included and not marginalized by larger actors.

•	 Stabilization offers a critical opportunity to align development and peacebuilding efforts with 
humanitarian interventions through joint analysis, shared objectives, and coordinated frameworks. 
Strengthening alignment, sequencing, and coordination across HDP pillars is key. The Stabilization 
Programme in Iraq has demonstrated UNDP’s ability to deliver both rapid recovery and long-term 
development in emergency contexts, underscoring its added value. 

	 To build on this experience, structured mechanisms should be established to integrate stabilization efforts 
within humanitarian and development frameworks, improving synergies and addressing sensitivities. This 
requires sustained engagement with local and national stakeholders, as well as the broader UN system, to 
embed Nexus principles into programming and align resource mobilization with stabilization for sustainable 
recovery and peace. 

	 Additionally, a robust HDP monitoring framework with measurable indicators is essential to track progress, 
ensuring that Nexus interventions are aligned, coordinated, and effectively sequenced for lasting impact.
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•	 Overcoming siloed approaches to financing would unlock the potential of the established Nexus 
structure in Iraq. Declining international aid and the Iraqi government’s limited capacity to absorb 
humanitarian response into its welfare system have intensified resource competition. The shift from 
humanitarian to development funding has also marginalized smaller and local organizations, raising concerns 
about the Nexus approach’s inclusivity. 

	 Ensuring meaningful participation of local actors in decision-making is essential to avoiding a top-
down, externally driven model. In response to shrinking funds, the growing emphasis on climate-related 
interventions offers an opportunity for UNDP to integrate resilience into its HDP Nexus strategy. Aligning 
climate initiatives with the Nexus approach could position UNDP as a leader in mobilizing and scaling 
funding for sustainable, multi-sectoral solutions.



17Operationalizing the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus in Iraq
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