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The Challenge

The UNSC was established in 1945 after six years of unprecedented global conflict, but today, the Council struggles to fulfil
its primary function of preventing another global conflict, this time between nuclear-armed states. The challenge is acute
since the UN Charter does not include a mechanism to account for shifts in global power, effectively freezing the 1945
status quo when a mere 51 states signed the UN Charter.

The Council is one of the six principal organs of the UN and bears primary responsibility for the maintenance of
international peace and security. It has the authority to make decisions that member states are obligated to implement
under the UN Charter, including the imposition of sanctions, the authorisation of the use of force and the establishment
of peacekeeping operations.

The UNSC is composed of fifteen members. Five are permanent members (P5) comprising China, France, Russia, the
United Kingdom and the United States. Each member holds one vote, but the P5 possess the veto: the ability to block the
adoption of any substantive resolution, regardless of the number of votes in favour. The Council's current structure
reflects the post-World War Il balance of power, with five permanent members from North America, Europe, and Asia—
but none from Africa or Latin America, despite their global significance and size.

The ten non-permanent members are elected by the General Assembly for two-year terms according to a geographic
rotation system that allocates seats among regional groups: three for Africa, two for Asia-Pacific, two for Latin America
and the Caribbean, two for Western Europe and Others, and one for Eastern Europe. These seats provide limited
influence over agenda-setting or enforcement decisions, which remain heavily shaped by the positions and vetoes of the
P5.

The Council derives its binding authority primarily from Chapter VIl of the UN Charter that empowers the Council to
determine the existence of any threat to peace, breach of the peace or act of aggression, and to take military or non-
military action to restore international peace and security. Chapter VIl decisions (such as imposing sanctions, authorising
military force or mandating peacekeeping missions) are legally binding on all member states. This enforcement power
makes the UNSC uniquely authoritative among UN bodies, but also heightens the impact of P5 vetoes, which can block
action even in the face of widespread consensus.

The last reform of the UNSC occurred in 1965, when the number of non-permanent seats was increased from six to 10.
More substantial reform has been on the agenda of the UN General Assembly (UNGA) since 1979, with no progress
despite multiple initiatives. Vested interests and national rivalries have helped to ensure that meaningful reform keeps
stalling. Regional blocs battle each other to a stalemate, and the reform process is effectively moribund. After several
decades, countries have been unable to even agree on a negotiating text despite the best efforts of the world's top
diplomats.

As a result, it was only in December 1992 that UNSC reform was added to the UNGA agenda. In 1993, this resulted in the
establishment of the Open-Ended Working Group (OEWG), and the provisional agenda of the 49th UNGA session included
the item ‘Question of equitable representation on and increase in the membership of the Security Council and related
matters'.["]

Subsequent decades would see numerous efforts at reform that have all come to nought, to the extent that the 2000
Millennium Summit, in its final document, could only commit ‘to intensify ... efforts to achieve comprehensive reform of
the Council in all its aspects.” Ahead of the 2005 Summit, the UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, subsequently submitted
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two reform options in 2004 as part of the report from the High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change - A more
secure world: our shared responsibility. The two options contained in the 2005 In Larger Freedom report[z] advocated for
an increase in membership from the current 15 to 24 members.!

Progress proved impossible, and the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document again limply committed leaders to ‘early
reform of the Security Council ... to make it more broadly representative, efficient and transparent and thus to further

enhance its effectiveness and the legitimacy and implementation of its decisions'.[¥]

In September 2007, it was agreed to start intergovernmental negotiations, the details of which were only finalised a year
later in Decision 62/557. Part of this decision is the requirement for a solution that ‘can garner the widest possible political
acceptance by Member States'.

Negotiations officially started early in 2009. Subsequent years saw the promising development of a 30-page ‘negotiation
text’ based on submissions from member states, but that too led to an impasse.

In April 2015, after several months of consultations, the then chairperson of the intergovernmental committee on UNSC
reform, Jamaican Ambassador E Courtenay Rattray, embarked on a clean slate approach. Instead of trying to end the
impasse, he circulated a one-page ‘framework’ consisting of various headings that member states were requested to
populate with their suggestions on reform, subsequently summarised in a 24-page consolidated framework document.
The response to Rattray's initiative was impressive, but opposition remained strong and the text was eventually
abandoned. More recent efforts suffered the same fate despite widespread frustration with the frequent use of the veto
by Russia after it invaded Ukraine.

In September 2024, heads of state adopted the UN's Pact for the Future that again endorsed Security Council reform given
the urgent need to make it ‘more representative, inclusive, transparent, efficient, effective, democratic and accountable’ as
central to underpinning a ‘just, democratic, equitable, and representative’ multilateral system—particularly emphasising
Africa’s historical underrepresentation whilst also pointing to that of Asia-Pacific and Latin America and the Caribbean.
The Pact does not mention the removal of the veto, but refers to ‘limiting its scope and use'.

Over time, several negotiating groups have emerged, with some countries being active in two or more of these groups.
These are as follows:

* Africa: Building on its previous position, as outlined in the Harare Declaration, the African Union (AU) presented its
proposal, commonly referred to as the Ezulwini Consensus, in July 2005. The position calls for 11 additional members on
the UNSC, taking it to 26, with Africa gaining two permanent seats and five non-permanent seats that would rotate
between African states. The AU position is that new seats gain all existing privileges, including veto powers, and that the
AU would determine the criteria for African members serving on the UNSC.

* G4 (Germany, Brazil, Japan and India): Delivered at the Intergovernmental Negotiations (IGN) on 15 April 2025, India's
Permanent Representative reaffirmed the G4's core reform model: expand the Council from 15 to 25-26 members,
comprising 11 permanent and 14-15 non-permanent seats. The six new permanent seats would consist of two for Africa,
two for Asia-Pacific, one for Latin America and the Caribbean, and one for Western Europe and Others. The new
permanent members would only gain veto powers after a review period (10-15 years post-reform) and be elected in the
General Assembly.

* Uniting for Consensus (UfC): The grouping consists of 12-14 states, but its views are shared by 20-30 others that also do

not want additional permanent seats, especially if it would include the veto. The group is generally led by Italy, and
includes Spain, Mexico, Colombia, Argentina, Pakistan, South Korea, Turkey, Indonesia and others. During the March
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2024 Intergovernmental Negotiations (IGN), the UfC introduced expanding rotating seats and an updated
comprehensive model that maintains their opposition to new permanent seats, introduces longer and shorter regional
seats, veto reform, more transparency, reviews and accountability and greater representation for Africa and the Small
Island and Developing States (SIDS).

* The Small Islands and Developing States (SIDS)>! actively advocate for an exclusive seat, given their shared climate and
ocean matters, and have cross-cutting members serving on various other groups.

* Groups such as the Small Five (S5), consisting of Costa Rica, Jordan, Liechtenstein, Singapore and Switzerland, and its

successor, the 25-27-member ACT grouping (to improve Accountability, Coherence and Transparency), take a different
approach. ACT avoids involvement in the debate on reforming and extending the membership of the Council, but rather
on improving the working methods of the Council. In New York, Switzerland serves as the coordinating mission for the

group.
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Endnotes

1. A/RES/48/26 of 3 December 1993. The UNSG report dated 20 July 1993 set out the comments received from 75 member states on UNSC reform. See
Doc A/48/264 of 20 July 1993.

2. Plan A calls for creating six new permanent seats plus three new non-permanent seats, for a total of 24 seats in the council. Plan B calls for creating
eight new seats in a new class of members, which would serve for four years, subject to renewal, plus one non-permanent seat, also for a total of 24.
Former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan favoured making the decision quickly, and argued for a decision at the September 2005 Millennium+5 Summit.

3. Model A provides for six new permanent seats, with no veto being created, and three new two-year non-permanent seats. Model B provides for no new
permanent seats but creates a new category of eight four-year renewable seats and one new two-year non-permanent (and non-renewable) seat. The
composition of the UNSC would also be reviewed in 2020.

4. UNGA, 2005 World Summit Outcome Document, par 153.

5. As of 2025, there are 38 UN member states and 20 non-UN members or associate members recognized as SIDS, grouped into three geographic regions:
Caribbean (16 countries) namely Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Grenada, Haiti, Jamaicam Saint Kitts
and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, Belize, Guyana. Pacific (12 countries) namely Fiji, Kiribati,
Marshall Islands, Micronesia (Federated States of), Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu. Atlantic,
Indian Ocean and South China Sea (10 countries) namely Bahrain, Cabo Verde, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Maldives, Mauritius, Sdo Tomé and Principe,
Seychelles, Singapore, Sri Lanka. Non-UN Members and Associate Members (20 territories) including American Samoa, Anguilla, Aruba, Bermuda,
British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Cook Islands, French Polynesia, Guam, Montserrat, New Caledonia, Niue, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico,
Sint Maarten, Tokelau, Turks and Caicos Islands, U.S. Virgin Islands, Wallis and Futuna
These territories participate in regional SIDS coordination and often in forums such as the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) and the UN SIDS
programme, even if they are not full UN member states.
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