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Introduction: Why the UNSC Matters Now

The UN system has, for eight decades, driven substantial improvements to the daily lives of the world's people.
Established in the wake of the most devastating war in modern history, the UN Security Council (UNSC) has contributed
immeasurably to the management of global conflict. UN peacekeepers and observer missions have stabilised dozens of
conflict situations and helped to establish the foundations for peace and development in numerous fragile and conflict-
torn countries. Efforts at peacemaking and conflict prevention have also defused potential conflicts. Despite frequent
rumblings of discontent, no country has felt strongly enough about its treatment at the hands of the UNSC to leave the
UN, despite being placed under sanction or subjected to armed action authorised by the council. The Council has
established a system and practice of the rule of law, but it is fraying.

For years, wealthy states, the US in particular, have been frustrated by the waste and inefficiency within the UN system,
while poor states complain about their lack of representation on the UNSC and the dominance of the five permanent
members (P5) interests. Stalled reforms of the Council cause the whole UN system to suffer, with deep political divides
spilling over into other UN processes and leading to vote-buying.

In an era of growing global interdependence and renewed great power competition, the world needs a credible and
responsive forum to pre-empt and address international crises. The UNSC remains central to this requirement, yet its
current structure is increasingly out of step with today’s geopolitical realities, and it is steadily losing legitimacy and
effectiveness. Today, the five permanent members with veto power continue to dominate decision-making and are a key
source of dysfunction and growing mistrust in the Council’s role.

Beyond the need to address the emerging security threats of the 21st century, such as the potential for nuclear terrorism,
Africa and the Middle East are the two regions with the largest armed conflict and terrorist burden globally, and will very
likely need sustained UNSC support in the future. Also, conflict between states has recently increased in tandem with
greater turbulence within states, although fatalities from armed conflict are still below levels seen at the end of the Cold
War.

The 21st-century world is vastly more interconnected, and the surge in physical and digital communication has created
new global security risks, particularly regarding organised crime and cybercrime and the power of Artificial Intelligence.
The result is a turbulent and brittle global system.

There are innumerable ways in which the Council can be reformed. What follows is a principled yet practical model of
reform that serves to highlight the need and complexity of the challenge.
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