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Introduction
In the last several years, the European Union (EU) has been understandably preoccupied 
with Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine and the need to strengthen military defense capa-
bilities. This focus on classical military security may well have been necessary, but has at 
least partly displaced longer-term and nontraditional security issues from the EU’s external 
agenda. As the new EU leadership takes office, this trend looks set to extend even further.

Yet, while a tragic war unfolds in Ukraine, other challenges show no sign of abating. Indeed, 
a more structural, underlying pattern has rooted itself in many of the countries that are high 
priorities for EU foreign policy: Climate stresses, conflict dynamics, and governance prob-
lems have all worsened dramatically in recent years. There is evidence of a fast-accumulating 
triple nexus between these climate, conflict, and democracy crises.

Current EU policies are not equipped to deal fully with this triple nexus. Changes are 
needed to improve these policies’ ability to do so, because it will become increasingly subop-
timal to address any one of these challenges in isolation from the others. The EU needs ways 
to integrate its currently disparate climate, conflict, and democracy policies into a seamless 
whole. This will become an ever more pressing and cross-cutting imperative for EU foreign 
policy but, at present, risks getting lost from view because of other more tangible, short-term 
priorities.
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The Era of the Three Crises
These are not new policy concerns and the EU has been developing strategies for climate 
security, conflict, and democratic governance for many years. But it does appear that the 
mutually reinforcing links between these problems have recently become more unsettling 
and consequential.

Policymakers and analysts have been charting the relationships between climate change 
and multiple kinds of political, social, and economic instability for many years. There is a 
broad consensus that climate change–related effects increase countries’ propensity to con-
flict and political turbulence, particularly where instability is already present.1 It is equally 
well established that with so many complex factors at play, there is not usually a direct 
causal connection between climate change and conflict, and that climate stresses manifest 
themselves mainly indirectly through many intermediate factors and dynamics. Still, these 
broader knock-on effects from climate change have clearly accelerated and intensified in the 
last several years.

While this picture of the general links between different crises has been basic knowledge 
for some time, current trends are generating heightened concerns. A 2023 report by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) noted the current expansion in 
“humanitarian crises where climate hazards interact with high vulnerability.”2 The IPCC 
has stressed that deficits in socioeconomic development and political rights are increasingly 
acting together in sharpening conflict vulnerabilities.3

As climate change impacts become more dramatic and tangible, conflict dynamics have 
deepened, too. According to the 2024 Global Peace Index of the Institute for Economics & 
Peace, the world is now facing the highest number of conflicts—fifty-six—since World War 
II.4 In 2023, the number of internally displaced people reached a record high of 75.9 million, 
with a striking overlap between displacement and climate change–related disasters: Of 
forty-five countries and territories that experienced internal migration due to conflict, only 
three did not report disaster-related displacement.5 Prominent experts insist that upgraded 
environmental peacebuilding is now urgently needed to address specific climate change–re-
lated concerns in fragile contexts.6

Meanwhile, an equally worrying democracy crisis has unfolded in parallel with the climate 
crisis. In formal summits and processes, the need for more democratic engagement on the 
climate emergency has become increasingly urgent. The December 2023 United Nations 
(UN) Climate Change Conference (COP28) called for more “gender-responsive, partici-
patory and fully transparent” approaches to climate action.7 At the summit, governments 
agreed on a Just Transition Work Program that promises more inclusive and participatory 
approaches to the climate transition.8
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Nondemocracies and conflict-affected or fragile countries tend to rank low in Yale 
University’s 2024 Environmental Performance Index.9 Many of the states that have regis-
tered the most severe democratic regressions in recent years are those that suffer conflicts 
and climate change vulnerabilities. The 2023 progress report of the UN’s Climate Security 
Mechanism stressed that “of the 30 countries most vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change, 18 are experiencing conflict or fragility and 13 also rank among the 30 countries 
with the lowest women’s inclusion, justice, and security scores.”10 Against this backdrop, 
many campaigns are gaining support for the climate crisis to be understood and tackled as a 
governance crisis that requires deep institutional change.11 A coalition of rights organizations 
has urged the International Criminal Court to address atrocities that result from climate 
vulnerabilities.12

EU foreign and security policies have not evolved fully to reflect these mounting concerns. 
In principle, the union has long recognized the need to fuse its conflict and climate policies 
under the rubric of its climate security strategy, which it first developed in the early 2010s. 
Yet, this agenda has never been an especially high priority, and EU climate security has left 
little identifiable mark on the countries where the union is active.

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, European powers and the EU collectively upgraded 
their commitments to address the geopolitical dimensions of climate change as part of the 
spillover effects of the attack. The war has “made decarbonization a strategic imperative” for 
the bloc, according to two senior EU figures.13 In June 2023, the EU agreed on an upgraded 
climate security strategy that recognized the need to move this area of policy toward more 
tangible action.14 However, the war on Ukraine has required the EU to focus on traditional 
imperatives of territorial security that now appear far more concrete and urgent than the 
long-term and less dramatic challenge of climate security.

The EU’s updated climate security strategy focuses mainly on streamlining internal decision-
making processes, undertaking more studies and ecological assessments, and offering diplo-
mats more training on environmental issues; it does not come with new funds and does not 
appear to have led to concrete policy changes in particular countries. The EU has moved to 
include environmental advisers and focal points in its Common Security and Defense Policy 
(CSDP) missions and operations.15 And in 2022, the bloc drew up guidelines for including 
climate issues into civilian CSDP missions.16 Still, the union has not actually deployed any 
missions to deal with conflicts related to climate change.

The EU Political Guidelines presented by European Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen for 2024–2029 acknowledge climate change as a priority, but they focus on climate 
neutrality and decarbonization, with no mention of external dimensions of the climate 
emergency.17 The EU’s new leadership has committed mainly to reinforced energy diplomacy 
in a way that is rather separate from the dynamics of the three crises. The mission statements 
given to the new team of European commissioners contain little that is relevant to the 
challenges outlined in this paper but instead foreground traditional security and external 
economic interests.18
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The Triple Nexus: The Evidence
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD’s) “States of 
Fragility 2022” report highlighted that the world is navigating through an “age of crises,” 
with the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, and conflicts increasingly entwined with 
each other.19 The report identified sixty fragile contexts that are home to 23 percent of the 
global population and 73 percent of the world’s extreme poor; in these areas, 1.9 billion 
people face severe humanitarian needs. Overall, fragility has steadily worsened around the 
world since 2011 (see figure 1).

Crucially, the three crises—conflict, climate change, and governance—are converging in 
many countries. The number of states that suffer elements of all three crises has increased 
dramatically in the last decade.

In addition to the increased spread of fragility in general, the three dimensions of fragility 
related to climate change, governance, and conflict in particular are converging geograph-
ically. In the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Institute’s democracy indexes, the Armed 
Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) Conflict Index, and the INFORM Climate 
Change Risk Index of the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre, fragile countries 
systematically ranked among the worst off across the board (see table 1 and map 1).

Figure 1. Global Fragility Index, 2011–2021 (2011 = 100)

Source: “States of Fragility 2022,” Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, September 19, 2022,  
https://doi.org/10.1787/c7fedf5e-en.
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Table 1. The Twenty Worst-Ranking Countries in Democracy, Conflict, and 
Climate Indexes

Source: “ACLED Conflict Index,” Armed Conflict Location and Event Data, 2023, https://acleddata.com/conflict-
index/#overview; “INFORM Climate Change,” Disaster Risk Management Knowledge Centre/European Commission 
Joint Research Centre, 2022, https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Climate-Change; and “Dataset 
Archive,” Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Institute, 2024, https://doi.org/10.23696/mcwt-fr58. Calculations and 
ranking by Jeremy Wetterwald. 

Note: Higher scores denote worse rankings. Blue fill means a country is in the worst-off 20 percent. The red fill is a 
graduation of the sum of the three index scores.
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This geographic convergence and concentration of crises in fragile countries manifests itself 
at the humanitarian level. According to data from the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Financial Tracking Service, the twenty worst-ranking coun-
tries in terms of climate vulnerability, conflict, and democracy also register the highest—and 
rising—levels of humanitarian financial needs (see table 2).

Map 1. Combined Democracy, Conflict, and Climate Index Scores of the Twenty  
Worst-Ranking Countries

Source: “ACLED Conflict Index,” Armed Conflict Location and Event Data, 2023, https://acleddata.com/conflict-
index/#overview; “INFORM Climate Change,” Disaster Risk Management Knowledge Centre/European Commission 
Joint Research Centre, 2022, https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Climate-Change; and “Dataset 
Archive,” Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Institute, 2024, https://doi.org/10.23696/mcwt-fr58. Calculations and 
ranking by Jeremy Wetterwald. 

Note: This map is illustrative; boundaries used do not represent or imply any opinion on the part of Carnegie or the 
authors. Dotted lines represent approximate disputed boundaries.
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Table 2. The Twenty Countries and Territories With the Largest Humanitarian  
Appeals Since 2019

Source: “Where Funds Are From,” United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs Financial 
Tracking Service, 2024, https://fts.unocha.org/home/2024/donors/view. Calculations and ranking by Jeremy 
Wetterwald. 

Note: Blue fill highlights countries among the twenty worst-ranking on a combined democracy, climate, and conflict 
index (see table 1). Red fill is a graduation of the total value of humanitarian appeals since 2019.
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Country and Regional Examples
Several examples help show in more granular detail how the climate, conflict, and gov-
ernance crises are converging and leading to systemic regional destabilization. Three case 
studies stand out: the Sahel and the Lake Chad region, Syria, and Afghanistan.

The Sahel and the Lake Chad Region

The Sahel is grappling with major compound crises that have been escalating since 2011. 
Climate change and socioeconomic drivers are leading to conflicts over land use, which are 
negatively affecting rural livelihoods and generating intergroup tensions. In turn, fragility 
and conflict have amplified grievances against national governments and increases in vio-
lence and extremism across the region, with a fourfold rise in documented security incidents 
between 2018 and 2024 (see figure 2).

Figure 2. Number of Documented Security Incidents in the Sahel and the Lake Chad 
Region, 2018–2024

Source: “ACLED Conflict Index,” Armed Conflict Location and Event Data, 2024, https://acleddata.com/conflict-
index/#overview.
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The region’s multifaceted crises have resulted in significant humanitarian impacts and deeply 
unsettling changes to political regimes. The UN estimates that in 2024, more than 32 
million people in the Sahel require humanitarian assistance.20 More than 7 million people 
have been displaced either within national borders or to other countries, and there are no 
signs of an improvement to the crisis.21 Food insecurity is a major issue, and conflict-affected 
areas are systematically classified as suffering from a food security crisis.22

All countries in the Sahel are highly or very highly exposed to climate change risks.23 In 
2024, the region was affected by a heat wave driven by climate change, exacerbating a 
context of extreme poverty, conflict, and unprecedented humanitarian needs.24 Over the 
last ten years, the central Sahel and the countries around Lake Chad have experienced at 
least 780 disasters.25 The UN’s 2023–2024 human development report showed that with 
the exception of Cameroon, the Sahelian countries fall below the low human development 
threshold.26 Some 38 percent of the region’s population—roughly 125 million people—live 
on less than $1.90 a day.27

Meanwhile, competition over land and water resources between farmers and herders has 
heightened tensions across the region.28 Driven by increased variation in temperatures and 
precipitation as well as rapid demographic changes, scarcities of land and water resources 
are putting pressures on livelihoods. These pressures on the well-being of mostly rural and 
economically deprived communities then generate grievances against institutions, increasing 
political fragility.

Alongside these climate and conflict stresses, the region has suffered major democratic 
regression and a cluster of military coups in recent years. Since the 2020 Malian coup, there 
have been ten further overthrows or coup attempts across Central and West Africa. Military 
takeovers have been successful in Burkina Faso, Guinea, and Niger as well as nearby Gabon 
and Sudan, and promises to go back to civilian rule have been delayed. In Chad, President 
Mahamat Déby took power in 2021 after the death of his father, tightening autocracy.

Against the backdrop of this wave of coups, the Sahel now accounts for more than half of 
all deaths related to violent extremism across Africa.29 Democracy indexes rank the region 
as one of the most autocratic in the world, signifying a democracy crisis that is clearly 
deepening in parallel with conflict and climate stresses. Security spending has increased in 
countries such as Burkina Faso and Mali, potentially drawing funds away from governance 
capacity in other areas, like climate change mitigation and conflict prevention.30
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Syria

In Syria, a combination of socioeconomic, political, and environmental factors contributed 
to one of the world’s longest crises in the 2010s. In 2024, Syria still faces a complex situa-
tion characterized by persistent conflict, a brutally repressive autocracy, and mass-casualty 
disasters that are both related and unrelated to climate change. The country registers some of 
the highest levels of humanitarian need (see map 2).31

Map 2. Overview of Humanitarian Needs in Syria, 2024

Source: “Syrian Arab Republic: 2024 Humanitarian Needs Overview (February 2024) [EN/AR],” United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, March 3, 2024, https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/
syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-2024-humanitarian-needs-overview-february-2024.
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OCHA’s February 2024 humanitarian needs overview reported that an estimated 16.7 
million people required assistance, with most of the needs concentrated in regions that ex-
perience multiple simultaneous shocks, such as earthquakes, authorities’ inability to provide 
basic services, and conflict.32 Syria has one of the highest rates of water scarcity globally 
and is experiencing severe drought.33 Water scarcity, coupled with higher temperatures, is 
increasing pressure on land resources, causing severe strains on agricultural production and 
food security. The UN activated a water crisis response plan for the country in 2022. This 
was on top of the UN’s humanitarian response plan, highlighting the humanitarian system’s 
inability to deal with overlapping shocks.34

In parallel with the war and climate stresses, authoritarianism has deepened. Syria’s gov-
ernment is now more repressively autocratic than it was before the war began in 2011. The 
country ranked 163 out of 167 states on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU’s) 2023 
Democracy Index, and its democracy score stood at a lowly 1.43, compared with 2.31 in 
2010.35 Syria’s July 2024 parliamentary election was entirely manipulated to ensure a false 
illusion of legitimacy.36 In May, the UN’s special envoy for Syria reported ongoing violence 
in the country and an absence of political progress.37

Afghanistan

Over the past decade, Afghanistan has suffered one of the world’s most high-profile set of 
crises, exacerbated by political instability, economic decline, and disasters. The UN estimates 
that as of 2024, over half of the country’s population requires humanitarian assistance.38 The 
compound crises are intensified by international sanctions and the suspension of foreign aid, 
with severe food insecurity now affecting millions.

Since the Taliban takeover in August 2021, Afghanistan’s gross domestic product has 
dropped by 25 percent and its unemployment rate has risen sharply, particularly among 
women.39 As a result, roughly 85 percent of Afghans live on less than $1 a day.40 The under-
lying shocks that drove these needs include the Afghanistan-Pakistan border crisis, which 
pushed 1.3 million undocumented Afghans from Pakistan into the country;41 three years 
of weather conditions disrupted by La Niña, which generated more frequent and severe 
droughts and floods; and the 2023 earthquakes near the western city of Harat.42 In an 
October 2023 humanitarian needs assessment by the REACH initiative, households across 
the country reported exposure to shocks in the previous three months.43

As in the previous cases, the linkages between climate change, conflict, and governance 
trends have become more tightly interwoven in recent years. Climate change–driven increas-
es in the frequency and severity of extreme weather events are intensifying environmental 
stresses and leading to greater scarcity of natural resources, especially water and land. This, 
in turn, has impeded access to resources and affected livelihoods and food security.

Map 2. Overview of Humanitarian Needs in Syria, 2024
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In parallel, Afghanistan has suffered long-running instability and bouts of open conflict. The 
2021 Taliban takeover dramatically interrupted the country’s tentative and faltering efforts 
at democratization. The EIU’s 2023 Democracy Index ranked Afghanistan as the world’s 
most autocratic country.44 While internal violence and autocratization stem from many 
factors and have complex roots, it is striking how some of the worst trends in conflict, envi-
ronmental degradation, and repressive governance coincide in the same place. Afghanistan  
is one of the starkest examples of how the lack of an inclusive governance system and weak 
rule of law have contributed to greater political and economic inequality, as conflict and 
local competition for natural resources aggravate the problems experienced by marginalized 
social groups.45

Cross-Cutting Patterns

These three regional and national case studies showcase the conceptual model that plots 
linkages between climate change, fragility and conflict risks, and crises of political gover-
nance. Even if there are many drivers of fragility, climate change’s often-mentioned influence 
as a risk multiplier has clearly intensified in the last several years. In the Sahel and the Lake 
Chad region, Syria, and Afghanistan, climate change is generating more frequent extreme 
weather events, including precipitation and temperature anomalies. This trend is driving 
environmental changes in the availability of natural resources, affecting livelihoods and 
generating grievances among affected communities. Autocratization feeds into, flows from, 
and exacerbates these climate stresses and ongoing conflict dynamics.

The question of causality in this triple nexus is a difficult one. For two decades or more, aca-
demics have debated this question and generally cautioned against overly bold claims about 
direct causal links between climate change, conflict, and governance crises—even as they 
stress the deepening interrelationships between them. This is a complex area of debate that 
lies beyond this paper. What this analysis shows is that the three crises increasingly converge 
at the country level and that in the real world of international policy, they therefore need 
to be tackled in conjunction. Given the complexities and nuances in transmission between 
the three crises, it seems increasingly suboptimal for international actors to develop largely 
separate strategies for each.

Donor Responses
The EU has dedicated diplomatic efforts and resources to the countries suffering from the 
triple nexus of crises. However, the union’s interventions are rarely directed at the coexis-
tence of the three crises or the overlaps between them. There is little evidence of European 
donors pursuing a single, integrated, and comprehensive strategy for the triple nexus. Many 
of the states identified above receive large amounts of EU aid, yet little of this aid is directed 
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at the confluences between the three crises. The EU certainly invests large amounts of fund-
ing into climate transition projects around the world, but these are directed only to a modest 
extent toward the governance- and conflict-related root causes of fragility.

Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the EU has plowed increased funds into multiple new 
external agreements that enshrine upgraded cooperation with third countries on renewable 
energy. Together, the EU and its member states are the largest source of climate finance in 
the world—nearly €30 billion ($32 billion) a year—and have promised to double adaptation 
funding during the 2020s.46 European states and the EU have supported the Group of Seven 
(G7) Just Energy Transition Partnerships with India, Indonesia, Senegal, and Vietnam. The 
EU’s €1 billion ($1.1 billion) contribution to the €20 billion ($21 billion) partnership with 
Indonesia was the union’s biggest-ever climate funding initiative.47

Meanwhile, the EU’s Global Gateway infrastructure financing initiative includes a swath 
of new projects related to energy transitions in developing states. EU countries have been 
among the first to put funds into the new loss-and-damage fund approved at COP28 to help 
tackle developing countries’ climate change–related challenges and have supported a new 
fund for victims of climate disasters.

Yet, the states suffering most glaringly and acutely from the triple nexus seem to have fallen 
down the EU’s list of priorities. More EU funding is directed now than previously at export-
ing renewable energy to European markets in a way that risks accentuating local conflict 
dynamics. The same risk is evident in the EU’s push to expand environmentally harmful 
critical-mineral mining in developing countries to meet the bloc’s needs for supplies. New 
EU green hydrogen projects are oriented primarily toward solving the European energy 
squeeze and could be detrimental to local stability.48 The EU’s upgraded climate agreements 
increase aid for renewables, but they are not set up to address the social tensions and insta-
bility associated with global energy politics in the longer term.

The EU has introduced some climate change adaptation funding into its migration control 
aid and its conflict programs in selected countries, but it has not made climate action the 
central pillar of its security policy. The EU now has very limited CSDP presence in the states 
where the evidence shows acute impacts of the triple nexus. There is no EU strategy for 
mitigating territorial fragmentation in conflict states or the ways in which climate and 
governance strains can exacerbate this fragmentation.

And on the governance strand of the triple nexus, EU democracy assistance has begun to 
include a focus on climate change–related activism but still unfolds on a largely separate 
policy track. The union is yet to develop climate and governance criteria in the evaluation 
and monitoring benchmarks for its conflict resolution projects. The EU’s Court of Auditors 
has criticized the limited funding for rights and governance issues under the Emergency 
Trust Fund for Africa, which was set up in 2015 as a primary funding vehicle for North 
Africa, the Sahel, the Lake Chad region, and the Horn of Africa.49
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The almost 225 flagship projects rolled out to date under the Global Gateway are not 
strongly geared toward states affected by the triple nexus.50 As set up at present, the Global 
Gateway is oriented more to creating commercial opportunities for European companies to 
invest in infrastructure building than to addressing the combination of climate, conflict, 
and democracy challenges. The growth of the European Peace Facility—an EU financing 
instrument aimed at conflict prevention—and its move into providing weapons has been 
widely celebrated as a notable development in EU foreign and security policy. But again, the 
facility is quite divorced from the triple-nexus challenge. Several EU member states, such 
as Denmark and the Netherlands, have conflict prevention initiatives that include links to 
climate change, or climate funds that foster local inclusion; but triple linkages that address 
conflict, climate change, and democracy in a fully holistic way do not feature in member 
states’ aid profiles.

In the last decade, humanitarian assistance in extremely fragile contexts has overtaken stan-
dard development assistance as the main mechanism for delivering funds to fragile countries 
(see figure 3). While the provision of life-saving needs after crises is of course essential, the 
turn to humanitarian aid has diverted funds from programs and solutions that go beyond 
addressing basic needs to tackle the underlying drivers of vulnerability. Humanitarian 
aid was designed for short-term relief but has gradually become the main element of basic 
funding for extremely fragile contexts over a long period of time. The concept of humani-
tarian-plus aid, which expands traditional emergency relief into funding that moves toward 
longer-term recovery, is now a cornerstone of donor approaches.

Figure 3. Official Development Assistance Flows by Type and Context, 2010–2020

Source: “States of Fragility 2022,” Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, September 19, 2022,  
https://doi.org/10.1787/c7fedf5e-en.
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The European Humanitarian Forum, a European Commission initiative that brings together 
the humanitarian community to explore solutions to help those in need, resulted in pledges 
of €8.4 billion ($9 billion) in 2023 and €7.7 billion ($8.3 billion) in 2024.51 This year, the 
EU allocated €1.8 billion ($1.9 billion) for humanitarian aid (see table 3).52

Table 3. Initial Allocation of EU Humanitarian Budget, 2024

Source: “Humanitarian Aid,” European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations, 2024,  
https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/what/humanitarian-aid_en.

In a global context in which the frequency and severity of climate change– and conflict-driv-
en crises are increasing across the globe but disproportionately affect extremely fragile con-
texts because of their higher levels of vulnerability, it is critical to think beyond immediate 
crisis responses. The EU commits to using humanitarian aid to cover “forced displacements, 
food insecurity, acute and chronic malnutrition, natural hazards and recurrent epidemics . . . 
which are fuelled by conflict, insecurity and climate change.”53 And with respect to conflict, 
donors have formally adopted an integrated humanitarian-development-peace (HDP) nexus.54

Yet, a 2024 OECD report found that conflict prevention remains underprioritized and 
that policymakers often revert to standard humanitarian assistance when it comes to crisis 
management.55 Donors have not increased resources for countries facing challenges related 
to climate change, governance, and conflict, and the delivery of nonofficial development 
assistance to these contexts remains difficult because of governance, corruption, and security 
risks. Although humanitarian assistance to extremely fragile contexts has increased since 
2014, peace funding has not. The EU is set to cut its development spending in 2025–2027, 
particularly in the world’s least developed nations.56 The apolitical nature of humanitarian 
funding has increasingly taken precedence over peacebuilding and development efforts in 
countries with degrading governance and human rights records.
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In terms of climate finance, the OECD has noted that conflict and climate aid also seem to 
be drifting apart and that “the more fragile a country, the less climate-related development 
finance it receives.”57 A 2023 OECD report showed that on average, extremely fragile 
contexts receive about one-third of the per capita multilateral climate change–related 
development finance given to other developing countries.58 As emergency relief has become 
the primary solidarity mechanism for extremely fragile contexts, OCHA has warned that 
humanitarian support has become overloaded and that “there is no humanitarian solution 
to the climate crisis.”59 This situation highlights the importance of improving financing 
approaches that go beyond humanitarian responses to address multifaceted crises.

While humanitarian relief has increased, it remains well below requirements and struggles 
to meet the ever-greater needs from overlapping shocks. In 2023, the global humanitarian 
appeal of $57 billion mobilized only $35 billion in funding.60 Although humanitarian 
funding tends to increase in major global crises, democracy funding is not as responsive to 
such events. EU democracy aid has plateaued at modest levels. In one example, the EU and 
the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) agreed in October 2023 on 
a package worth €212.5 million ($228 million) for West African countries affected by the 
triple nexus. Yet, the package had a strong focus on migration and trade competitiveness and 
lacks funds for democracy assistance.61

In another example, outgoing EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell acknowledged that in 
the Sahel, the union had “failed” to strengthen democracy and had excluded local civil 
society organizations from funding mechanisms.62 While the EU was ostensibly guided by 
what it termed an integrated approach to the Sahel, donors’ aid programs have neglected 
local democratic mechanisms for building resilience to climate change.63

In sum, despite much EU rhetoric about crises being inseparable from each other, there 
appears to be little integrated triple-nexus funding in practice. Climate aid includes relatively 
little for conflict or democracy; conflict aid does little on climate change or democracy; and 
democracy aid remains quite marginal to climate change and conflict challenges. While the 
triple nexus hits increasingly hard in a dozen extremely fragile contexts, EU instruments in 
these contexts have focused on responding to the consequences and not the root causes of 
fragility.

Toward an EU Strategy for the Triple Nexus
The evidence shows a tightening relationship between three drivers of crisis in the modern 
era: climate change, conflict, and limits in democratic governance. Even if causal links 
cannot be shown with certainty, the three crises are increasingly feeding each other. And yet, 
EU policy has not incorporated this era-defining trend into its external actions. In part, this 
is a political choice, as the union prefers to prioritize some pieces of the policy puzzle over 
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others: Climate cooperation is easier if sensitive governance issues are left off the table, for 
example. But the omission also partly reflects a lack of political consensus behind this trend’s 
defining importance, affecting the policy instruments and mechanisms that are deployed to 
implement a triple-nexus approach.

The EU should therefore reconfigure vital areas of its external support to reflect the interplay 
between the three crises and the need to work on conflict, democracy, and climate change as 
a single, seamless whole. The EU could do this through changes on three levels.

First, the EU needs to develop a wider and more holistic approach to risk management. The 
concept of risk-informed, climate change–resilient development has been part of disaster 
risk management and climate research for many years but often fails to materialize at the 
country level because of the inherent difficulty of mobilizing action on issues that have not 
yet manifested themselves in the open. While the availability of evidence to understand 
both natural and anthropogenic risks has rapidly increased over the last ten years, the use 
of such evidence to inform decisionmaking and resource allocation remains patchy at best. 
Siloed approaches to risk management on the three sides of the HDP triangle fail to capture 
triple-nexus interlinkages.

The EU’s Joint Research Centre has developed a variety of tools to understand a set of iden-
tified risks that are updated periodically, usually every year. This approach provides a useful 
policy tool kit to monitor evolving risks and prioritize them based on evidence. However, the 
global and annual nature of this assessment does not incorporate rapidly developing political 
risks. The EU has devised a Global Conflict Risk Index, but this does not speak to the 
triple-nexus issues outlined in this paper.64 Efforts to better predict and model conflict risks 
are ongoing but are still too variable to guide the allocation of resources.

The EU needs to better link its various early-warning indicators to combine the three crises 
as parts of a unified whole. At present, there remains a discrepancy between the ways in 
which climate stresses drive violent conflict, on the one hand, and the climate indicators 
used in early-warning assessments, on the other.65 EU early-warning systems remain 
fragmented as they consider conflict drivers, climate stresses, and democracy issues largely in 
isolation from each other. The EU needs a unified triple-nexus mechanism to track the three 
fused crises, none of which can be understood or tackled separately from the others.

Second, the EU needs to better integrate the national implementation of its support for 
fragile and conflict-affected contexts. Siloed approaches to HDP financing diminish the 
coherence of EU cooperation at the country level, as the union’s development, humanitarian, 
and governance partners struggle to jointly address root causes of fragility and vulnerability. 
Collaboration remains modest in areas where joint approaches are feasible, for example on 
climate change adaptation and resilience. Better integration would capitalize on the OECD’s 
2024 recommendations on the HDP nexus.66



18   |   The EU’s Triple-Nexus Challenge: Climate, Conflict, Democracy

To this end, the EU’s climate security strategy should incorporate a strand of work on 
the triple nexus to explore these linkages and launch new projects that specifically aim to 
combine the three areas of challenge. EU humanitarian aid must adapt to protracted crises 
to ensure that it addresses lasting humanitarian needs while reducing underlying risks as 
part of a long-term strategy. In multiple contexts, the EU is financing multipartner human-
itarian assistance programs with the same partners over many years but still requires yearly 
planning and reporting. In parallel, the EU needs to tilt its climate funding more toward 
adaptation—and, indeed, toward a wider notion of adaptation plus that helps local commu-
nities adjust to climate change, drivers of conflict, and governance challenges together.

The EU also needs to focus these initiatives more at the regional level, as climate and 
political dynamics have spillover effects among countries such as those in the Sahel and the 
Lake Chad region. Such efforts have emerged in these regions through the UN Development 
Programme’s Regional Stabilization Facility, which brings together several donors, including 
the EU and some member states, with a focus on security, livelihoods, and social services. 
This type of integrated approach provides interesting learning opportunities to address driv-
ers of instability across countries and with multiple partners. Although the core objectives 
of climate action, peace, and humanitarian aid sometimes diverge because of their inherent 
imperatives, common objectives can often be found at the local level.

Such approaches need to become the norm in EU external action. Where linkages between 
crises have found a place in concrete EU programs, they still tend to be relatively limited and 
partial. The long-standing peace nexus builds on mediation, development, and humanitarian 
needs, while some donors’ conflict funding has begun to support some climate change–re-
lated initiatives. Yet, a systematic connection between the three legs of the triple nexus is still 
absent. The political-governance dimension is especially weak in the large amounts of EU 
crisis-related humanitarian aid, peace mediation, and climate engagement.

Finally, the EU should build greater cooperation with the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) on the triple nexus. In the last several years, NATO has begun to 
engage more on both climate change and democracy. The alliance’s 2022 Strategic Concept 
defined climate change as a “defining challenge of our time,” and in 2023 NATO opened 
a Centre of Excellence for Climate Change and Security.67 The organization has tentatively 
moved to work on the linkages between democracy and security, prompted especially by 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine. As the EU searches for a new relationship with a revived 
NATO, the triple nexus offers a clear area of opportunity for joint and innovative coopera-
tion on what is set to be an increasingly preeminent strategic challenge.
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