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Violent conflict has a significant and lasting impact 
on communities, often leaving gaping wounds in the 
fabric of society. The rise of protracted conflicts has 
greatly driven humanitarian needs across the globe, 
with the majority of humanitarian and development 
projects taking place in fragile contexts of active 
conflict or post-conflict settings. This cycle of 
violence not only threatens peace and security, but 
also bears a significant socioeconomic and human 
cost.

The protracted nature of global conflict has a 
significant impact on the most vulnerable sectors 
of society, often producing overlapping challenges 
such as displacement, gender-based violence (GBV) 
and protection concerns to name a few. These 
overlapping challenges make it significantly more 
difficult to undertake sustainable development 
without addressing the root causes of conflict, 
which are important to understand when it comes 
to social cohesion. Given that the vast majority 
of humanitarian and development programmes 
are delivered in conflict or post-conflict settings, 
measures that seek to respond to these complex 
crises should also reflect should also aim to address 
root causes of conflict.

To reflect the complexity in humanitarian needs, 
the concepts and principles that underpin these 
measures also need to provide a holistic response 
to these recurrent problems and tackle the root 
causes. The triple nexus seeks to interlink the 
responses of humanitarian-development-peace 
actors working in fragile contexts with helping 
to build resilience and reduce vulnerabilities. In 
addition, emergency needs are often rooted in 
pre-existing systems of inequality and injustice 
that increase the vulnerability of communities to 
disasters, while also reducing their ability to adapt 
and withstand the crisis. While the triple nexus 
approach provides an opportunity for a more holistic 
approach to social cohesion, it is also important that 
the concepts and principles that underpin these 
programmes stem from priciples of justice, equality, 
and inclusivity to ensure that no one is left behind. 

Women and youth are often underrepresented 
and overlooked when it comes to social cohesion. 
Women’s inclusion in social cohesion and dispute 

resolution processes is essential for long-term 
success and contributes to longer-lasting peace 
after conflict.¹ Despite strong evidence in favour 
of their inclusion, women remain largely invisible 
in and sidelined from formal dispute resolution 
processes and negotiations. In 2019 women 
constituted thirteen per cent of negotiators on 
average, six per cent of mediators, and six per cent 
of signatories in major peace and dispute resolution 
processes worldwide.² 

Similarly, young people are marginalised in social 
cohesion and dispute resolution processes. This is a 
dangerous practice as youth can play a very positive 
role in aiding social cohesion in societies recovering 
from conflict.³ Ensuring women and youth’s 
inclusive participation in social cohesion is integral 
to building and maintaining peace. Engaging them 
as change agents will not only facilitate sustainable 
peace, but also create ownership and balance in 
dispute resolution processes and programmes. 

This report will seek to highlight Islamic Relief’s 
(IR’s) approach to social cohesion, with a specific 
focus on the concepts and principles that guide 
the organisation’s social cohesion programmes. It 
will also highlight practical examples from Islamic 
Relief’s triple nexus projects and include key 
lessons from these projects with a special focus on 
women and young people. 

In addition, the principle of fitrah states that all 
human beings irrespective of their gender, age, 
race, and ethnicity have the capacity to be good 
and participate in establishing harmony. This 
also reinforces the participation and inclusion of 
marginalised groups. 

Introduction 

Cover photo
A training session for students in 
Datu Hoffer, the Philippines, on using 
social media for peace advocacy 
[Photo: Islamic Relief, 2020]
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The Qur’an and the hadith (teachings of Prophet 
Mohammed PBUH) provide examples of peaceful 
coexistence and resolution to the conflict.⁴ The 
following are some key principles that guide Islamic 
Relief’s approach to social cohesion: 

Ummah (one nation), signifies unity calling for 
solidarity and collective action which are both 
essential to conflict resolution.⁵ Diversity and 
inclusion are also principles that underpin ummah 
to ensure there is active consultation (shura) and 
inclusion of diverse groups, particularly those that 
are often marginalised in social cohesion projects and 
dispute resolution processes e.g. women and youth.⁶ 

Fitrah (original nature of human beings), promotes 
universality, dignity and preservation of life. This 
principle also promotes individual responsibility to be 
good and establish harmony in society.⁷ 

Adl (justice) operates with the understanding 
that peace cannot be achieved without justice.⁸ 
Against this backdrop, it promotes peace, equality, 
and fairness as essential components to conflict 
resolution and social cohesion. It also recognises that 
structural inequalities are often drivers of conflict 
and thus that these principle advocate for a holistic 
approach to social cohesion that addresses power 
imbalances to establish harmony. 

Khalifa (stewardship). Under this principle, human 
beings are guardians of the world thus they have 
a primary responsibility to bring peace and justice 

wherever there is conflict.⁹ This requires taking active 
steps to prevent, deescalate and mediate conflicts.

There are also other key principles and concepts 
such as sabr (patience), rahma (compassion), and 
hubb (love) that also play a key role in underpinning 
Islamic Relief’s approach to social cohesion. These 
concepts and principles are also commonly found 
in international human rights conventions and UN 
resolutions such as resolution 1325 on Women, Peace, 
and Security as well as resolution 2250 on Youth, 
Peace, and Security.

Islamic Relief’s approach to be social cohesion 
seeks to be holistic and closely follows the concept 
of positive peace. Positive peace is defined as the 
attitudes, institutions, and structures that create and 
sustain peaceful societies.¹⁰ It is transformational in 
that it aims to create better economic and societal 
outcomes, as well as reducing the number of 
grievances and levels of violence.  

In order to create long-lasting peace, the positive 
peace approach seeks to dismantle structural (social 
structures or institutions that keep individuals from 
meeting basic needs)¹¹ and cultural violence (any 
aspect of a culture that can be used to legitimize 
violence in its direct or structural form)¹²  that are 
often the root causes of violent conflict. Islamic 
Relief’s pilot triple nexus programme aimed to 
address these imbalances and root causes of conflict 
and to promote social cohesion. 

Islamic Principles on 
Social cohesion 

Inter-tribe cricket tournament to foster 
inter-tribal trust and social cohesion in 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, Pakistan 
[Photo: Islamic Relief, 2020]
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Since April 2018, Islamic Relief has been 
implementing a triple nexus programme in Kenya, 
Pakistan and the Phillipines. These peace and 
social cohesion projects operated at the grassroot 
level, working with communities to create dispute 
resolution processes and activities to prevent 
conflict and solidify peace. These triple nexus 
projects aimed to work with targeted communities 
to transition to peace and increasingly manage and 
resolve their differences and disputes through non-
violent approaches. 

The projects focused on developing positive 
relationships and critical partnerships by creating 
an environment of mutual trust, confidence 
and collaboration for peace. Poverty and the 
compounding impact of violent conflict and in some 
cases climate change, have worsened the living 
conditions for the most vulnerable communities. It 
has also limited access to basic services like water. 
Against this backdrop, the project also aimed to 
improve the security and stability of human life 
through access to basic resources, particularly for 
marginalised groups.  

In a number of conflict-affected and fragile contexts, 
Islamic Relief has been delivering projects that 
aim to address the underlying drivers of conflict, 

providing grassroot training for peace. At the same 
time, these projects also help reduce prejudice and 
transform attitudes at the community level. This was 
achieved through initiatives such as Radio Peace, 
Social Media for Peace, Youth Peace Camps, and 
conflict early warning training and systems. All of 
these initiatives aimed to transform attitudes and 
communicate early conflict indicators, whilst also 
providing a platform for youth and women to engage 
in community social cohesion. 

Women and young people are often perceived as 
either threats to peace and security or passive 
agents that have no place at the decision-making 
table. The result is that they become a target for 
violence, whilst also being excluded from decision-
making around peace and social cohesion. 

Recognising the agency and active role that women 
and young people can play in conflict prevention and 
social cohesion, the project advocates for their active 
participation whilst also ensuring that formal and 
informal institutions respond to the livelihood needs 
of women and young people, and also help to build 
their resilience. 

Triple nexus in action 

Women involved in conflict 
transformation planning in the 
Philippines as part of Islamic 
Relief’s triple nexus programme 
[Photo: Islamic Relief, 2020]
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Islamic Relief, through its Conflict Prevention and 
Social cohesion programme, has been supporting 
women and youth to lead community social cohesion 
in Mandera County since 2018. Radio broadcasting 
has formed a key part of community outreach and 
mobilisation.

Radio talk show programmes are organised monthly 
to discuss emerging tensions involving elections, 
pastoral movements, drought or floods, Covid-19, 
climate change, and natural resource management. 
They are also organised rapidly in emergency 
situations, such as when a violent inter-clan conflict 
occurs. 

Speakers include subject matter experts (such 
as officials from the National Meteorological 
Department, Mandera County Cohesion Department, 
or the National Drought Management Authority), 
women and youth group representatives, clan 
leaders and faith leaders. Each talk show lasts for 
45-60 minutes and all of the main local languages 
spoken are represented (Somali, Oromia, Kiswahili). 
Some shows are pre-recorded while others are live, 
allowing listeners to call in and ask questions or 
offer their opinion. 

Having women and youth speakers is an important 
feature of radio talk shows because their 
perspectives are too often marginalised in the 
patriarchal culture of Somali society.

Abdi Weli 
(26-years-old – a Youth Peace Council 
representative)

“We youth play a key role in the peace of our 
community. Peace work is now more our role than 
the elders’ role like it used to be, however, we still 
have a long way to go to convince our leaders and 
elders about our role in peace activities. I come 
from El Wak and I am now in Mandera town for the 
Garre-Murule inter-clan conflict resolution dialogue, 
representing young people from El Wak sub-county. 

“The radio programme is critically important in our 
county. Our people are pastoralists and have little 
access to news updates using TV and other media, 
so the only way they can be reached is through radio 
programmes. Nowadays people have cell phones 
and these are used [to listen to the radio]. 

“The youth air their message using their own 
language. When my fellow youth talk over the radio, I 
would prefer to listen to what they are saying rather 
than our elders. This is because young people can 
easily be convinced by their peers.”

Case study: Radio peace in 
Mandera County, Kenya

5

ADVOCACY IN ACTION: MAKING AN IMPACT THROUGH SOCIAL COHESION



Women are often sidelined in decision-making 
dispute resolution processes around peace, 
particularly in patriarchal societies that often 
exclcude women from participating in decision 
making. The importance and value of women’s 
inclusion and participation in social cohesion is 
crucial to the success of a social cohesion process. 
However, one of the key lessons learnt from triple 
nexus projects is that in many cases women are 
by default excluded from decision-making dispute 
resolution processes. For instance, when county/
clan leaders were given the mandate to mobilise 
dialogue participants in Kenya, the process was 
not inclusive as women and youth were left out. 
This shows that active measures should be put in 
place to ensure that women are included in such a 
decision making process. In addition, inclusion and 
participation should go above mere visibility. Having 
a seat at the decision-making table alone is unlikely 
to transform attitudes, if women and girls are only 
seen but not heard. 

Similar challenges were also observed in the 
triple nexus project in Pakistan, where there was 
significant resistance to engaging women and 
girls in social cohesion due to cultural constraints. 
Given that meaningful inclusion and participation 
of women and girls is a prerequisite for successful 
social cohesion, the project took alternative 
measures to secure the inclusion of women and 
girls. Due to cultural constraints, women and girls 
could not travel outside their village to attend the 
skills enhancement training,  so the project activities 
had to be redesigned for separate village-based 
training as a means of securing better inclusion.

In Kenya, diverse community reconciliation and 
dispute resolution processes that included women 
and young people resulted in mutual understanding, 
trust-building, the signing of pacts and agreements, 
and better relationships. Previously, clan leaders 
considered themselves as gatekeepers and 
owners of these responsibilities and women and 
young people were not considered as significant 
contributers. 

Decisions were often taken by traditional leaders 
and results did not last long. All successful dispute 
resolution processes in Mandera involved women 
and youth in the peace councils and empowerment 
of these groups has proved beneficial. As a 
result, clan leaders have started to change their 
perceptions around the benefits of inclusivity. 

In addition, faith literacy proved to be helpful 
in challenging gender and cultural norms that 
resulted in the exclusion of women and girls from 
participating fully in society. For instance, the 
Qur’an explains the social status of individuals in a 
society, particularly the rights of women and girls 
to participate in decision-making dispute resolution 
processes. Faith leaders played a role in awareness 
sessions using faith literacy. In Pakistan, these 
sessions were particularly successful in addressing 
the perception among community members that 
women and girl’s engagement in social cohesion 
and development activities was a threat to existing 
cultural norms. 

Advocating and strengthening meaningful 
inclusion and participation is crucial, particularly 
strengthening women and girls’s civic voice to 
promote a peaceful society. Inclusion is one of 
the key aspects in conflict/dispute resolution as 
marginalised groups bring transferrable skills which 
are considered assets in the resolution process, 
particularly in conflict prevention. 

In many of the areas where the triple nexus projects 
was implemented, climate change is a tangible 
threat. This adds to the structural challenges 
that produce conditions for conflict over natural 
resources. With the triple nexus projects, Islamic 
Relief has been using the Resource for Peace 
Model which promotes peace through access to 
water resources. The project aimed to strengthen 
capacities for Natural Resource Management (NRM) 
to enhance fair and equitable access to resources to 
prevent competition and conflict. 

Engaging women and 
girls in social cohesion 
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Mandera County is an arid region of Kenya, which 
has seen more frequent extreme weather events, 
such as droughts and floods as a result of the 
changing climate. Water, arable land and pasture 
are all shrinking resources. This, alongside the 
increasing enclosure of land, population increase 
and deforestation for charcoal production, is putting 
extreme pressure on pastoral communities. Land 
loss and competition for control of water points, 
pasture and arable land, combined with a flood of 
light weapons from Somalia’s civil war, has led to 
violence in the area.

In order to addressing violence and insecurity in this 
area, we must also support communities to adapt 
to the effects of climate change. Some communities 
have already been permanently displaced as the 
land they used to live on can no longer support life. 
Others are having to abandon pastoralism as a way 
of life and shift to alternative livelihoods. Islamic 
Relief’s radio talk show programme educates 
communities on climate mitigation measures and 
works closely with local faith leaders and women’s 
groups to raise awareness of climate change, local 
adaptation and its link to conflict. 

Ladan Hussein (aged 28) 

“I am a mother and young person living in Mandera town. I own 30 
sheep and goats in my compound and listen to the radio every day. 

“Listening to Islamic Relief’s radio talk show on peace helped me 
understand more about what is happening in our surroundings.  
For example, my parents are pastoralists like myself and during 
dry periods they move out of their village to look for alternative 
pastures and water. Resources are scarce and many times I hear 
they have problems with their neighbouring pastoral groups. I 
know that for decades drought in our county has been affecting 
farmers. I know my father and mother both use cell phones and 
tune in to the local radio stations. I listen to the news and other 
important updates. 

“Last month I was listening to Dawa FM where experts on climate 
change were educating the community on the impact of climate 
change and mitigation measures. This message reached hundreds 
of people and it helps. Compared to 10 years ago when we had 
little information, nowadays we understand our environment. 
Radio is an important platform for passing important information. 
Thanks to those involved in the programme.”

Case study: Educating communities 
on climate adaptation methods to 
prevent conflict

A drying waterpan in 
Banisa village, Mandera 
County [Photo: Islamic 
Relief, 2017]
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The adoption of United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2250: Youth, Peace, and Security 
has challenged the negative narrative of young 
people being a threat to peace. This highlights 
the importance and value of youth in peace and 
security. In many societies, young people form a 
significant proportion of the population. In Kenya 
and Pakistan they form over 68 per cent of the 
population.¹³ As such, engaging young people in 
peace and development is paramount. Ensuring 
the inclusion and participation of youth in social 
cohesion is essential to long-term peace and 
development. When young people are provided with 
safe spaces to organise, they play a significant role 
in peace advocacy, conflict prevention, local dispute 
resolution and mediation, as well as the promotion 
of peace and social cohesion through peace 
education initiatives. 

Through the triple nexus projects, Islamic Relief 
has been working with partners to facilitate and 
create that safe space for young people to organise 
and play an active role in community-based social 
cohesion initiatives. The project incolved training 

young people on conflict prevention, mediation and 
local dispute resolution, as well as peace advocacy 
using multiple media platforms. Along with this 
training, youth peace councils in Kenya, Pakistan and 
the Phillipines were also established. As part of the 
development pillar of the triple nexus, support was 
provided to help upskill young people, giving them 
access to vocational and entrepreneurship training 
enhancing livelihood opportunities.

Young people often have a strong desire to improve 
their economic condition. When this desire is not 
met, there is an increased chance of violence. 
Social cohesion and social cohesion projects with 
a development nexus help mitigate young people’s 
frustration around providing for their families, 
and empowers them to engage in social cohesion 
and social cohesion. Apart from addressing those 
challenges, the development nexus also helps 
protect young people from exploitation, as they are 
able to earn a living for themselves. It also builds 
their sense of identity, confidence, and self-worth.

Youth for peace 

Young students in 
Maguindanao, the 
Philippines, participating 
in a training session on 
using social media for 
peace advocacy [Photo: 
Islamic Relief, 2020]
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As agents of change, young people have a significant 
role to play in promoting peace advocacy and peace 
education. Following the dialogue, negotiation and 
mediation trainings in Mindanao in the Philipines, 
youth peace and development facilitators have 
been using social media platforms to advocate for 
peace and address disputes before they escalate.¹⁴ 
Youth peace councils are also involved in community 
dispute resolution by bringing different religious 
communities together to rebuild trust and social 
cohesion. Following participation in Youth Peace 
Camp with over 100 other diverse youth groups, 
young peace champions have used their voices 
and knowledge to educate their communities by 
dispelling conflict-generating myths and stereotypes 
about Muslims, Christians and Indigenous people.¹⁵ 

In Pakistan, youth peace councils continue to play an 
active role in local dispute resolution around land 
demarcation, water and gunfire. In total,they have 
contributed to resolving nine different local disputes. 

In Kenya, the youth peace council in Mandera county 
play an active role in peace advocacy and regularly 
use social media platforms like WhatsApp to 
promote peace through their peer networks. They 
also work with local authorities to share information 
on escalating disputes before they result in violent 
clashes.

When given the platorm, young people have 
demonstrated their agency through an ability to 
mobalise, advocate and work towards peace and 
social cohesion within their communities. The long-
term investment in youth engagement in social 
cohesion is integral to improving participation 
and preserving safe spaces where young people 
can actively contribute to peace within their 
communities. Young people are experts in their own 
experiences and context, and they are the key to 
sustainable peace and social cohesion. 

Youth peace advocacy

Village youth groups 
collaborating to erect 
disaster signage as part of 
Islamic Relief’s triple nexus 
approach to conflict pre-
vention in Indonesia [Photo: 
Islamic Relief, 2019] 
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“I know that even as a young woman, I have 
something to contribute that could benefit our 
community. So I am involved in various organisations 
as their local counterpart to handle different project 
activities at the community level. Before I wasn’t 
allowed to participate, but now I have become one 
of the organisers in encouraging and mobilising 
women, youth and religious leaders towards peace.”

Noraisa is a community peace development 
facilitator and peace advocate. She works with the 
Bridging Khalifah circles group, organised through 
the SIDA-funded triple nexus project. The group is 
mostly composed of young women who regularly 
meet to discuss pathways to peace within their 
communities. 

“I’m thankful to see the youth enjoying themselves 
and participating in community activities. Before, 
women and young people just observed, especially 
women because they think that because they are 
women, they are incapable of doing things. Now 
many of those now participate actively. Because of 
my advocacy #NoPeaceWithoutWomen, these women 
were encouraged to participate because they have 
something to contribute as women.”

Noraisa also hosts a radio programme, Kalilintad 
(Peace) on Air where she promotes peace and social 
cohesion, discussing a wide range of topics including 
women and youth inclusion in social cohesion. 

“We need to fight for our voices to be heard in social 
cohesion and dispute resolution processes , youth 
and women can also contribute towards solving 
problems in our community. Especially women who 
are the first teachers of children.”

Case study: Noraisa K. Abdullah 
– Peace development facilitator 
and peace advocate 
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The humanitarian-development-peace nexus 
provides a unique opportunity to respond to and 
address the complex needs of individuals and 
communities living in protracted crises. It is an 
opportunity to work on peace whilst simultaneously 
addressing drivers of conflict and immediate 
emergency crises. The triple nexus also provides 
collaborative opportunities between humanitarian, 
development, and peace actors to share knowledge 
and create synergies that can help further address 
the compounding risks in fragile contexts and 
enhance local capacities for peace. 

However, in order for this to come to fruition, long-
term flexible investment is needed. The nexus will 
only deliver better assistance if we adapt how it is 
financed. Donors should explore how to maintain 
independent needs-based humanitarian funding, 
while encouraging multi-year flexible financing to 
become the norm. To that end, consideration must be 
given for a more flexible development financing with 
an agreed framework that excludes donors’ own 
domestic agendas. 

Moreover, the socio-economic whiplash caused 
by the Covid-19 pandemic has left women and 
young people more vulnerable and with limited 
access to jobs, healthcare, education, and political 
engagement. It is more important that ever that 
we engage and actively work with women and 
youth in all three pillars of the nexus. As agents of 
change, women and youth play a crucial in conflict 
prevention and peace advocacy.

Conclusion 

Psychosocial training for health 
workers in Indonesia to support 
community mental health in 
the event of conflict and natural 
disasters 
[Photo: Islamic Relief, 2019]
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Long-term flexible financing for triple nexus 
programmes  

Donors must ensure that financial support for triple 
nexus programmes are flexible and long-term so 
that  programmes address structural drivers of 
conflict whilst also building sustainable peace. 
This includes adjusting funding mechanisms and 
frameworks and integrating a nexus approach to 
facilitate  flexible and rapid action. 

Embed advocacy within conflict prevention 
frameworks and programmes 

Civil society organiations, UN agencies, and 
governments should commit to ensuring that 
advocacy is a key pillar of conflict prevention 
frameworks and programmes. This includes 
supporting and investing in peace advocacy 
initiatives at local level, particularly those led by 
women and youth. 

Inclusion of women and youth as key stakeholders 
in all triple nexus programmes 

Civil society organiations, UN agencies, and 
governments should support the integration of 
Women Peace and Security and Youth Peace and 
Security into triple nexus programming. This 
includes putting women and youth at the centre of 
triple nexus programming, removing barriers that 
hinder their participation, and including them as 
key stakeholders in conflict prevention and social 
cohesion dispute resolution processes. 

Recommendations:
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