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Why Reform Has Failed

The unsuccessful reform efforts have proven that there is no ‘sweet spot’ or consensus possible in the entrenched 
positions of the various negotiating blocks. Currently, a P5 member can prevent the adoption of any non-procedural UNSC 
resolution not to its liking. Even the threat of a veto may lead to changes in a resolution or to a resolution’s being withheld 
altogether. The result is frequently a rush to the lowest common denominator, with efforts to keep the P5 on board taking 
precedence over other considerations. These inefficiencies serve the interests of the P5 by enabling them to block action 
within the Council and giving them the freedom to act outside it in their national interests. The result is a dysfunctional 
and increasingly illegitimate system, with declining relevance and impact.

Since the UNSC is at the apex of the UN system, the power granted to the P5 cascades through every level of the 
organisation and its structures. Instead of protecting the weak against the strong, the anachronistic privilege of the veto 
undermines principled consensus. The veto regularly prevents the Council from acting on pressing international issues. It 
affords the P5 inordinate influence within the UN system as a whole, including the appointment of the UN Secretary-
General and amendments to the UN Charter. It detracts from the legitimacy and effectiveness of the entire UN system 
and has hamstrung effective reform of the UN Human Rights Council, ECOSOC and the multitude of UN agencies and 
bodies.

Since it is largely the veto that makes the UNSC dysfunctional, it is difficult to argue for an increase in the number of states 
with this power.

Publicly, the P5 members keep a low profile on reform, given their preference for maintaining the status quo. They seek 
reform that will not dilute their privilege, and a global system that does not constrain their freedom of action. Thus, China 
and Russia profess support for reform, but practically undermine proposals that could dilute their privilege. The US, UK 
and France (the P3) typically emphasise the burden of responsibility and the need for adequate resources (diplomatic, 
military and other) required to fulfil their self-appropriated duties, although there have recently been some changes in the 
stance of the UK and France. For its part, the US administration under President Donald Trump has little but disdain for 
the UN and multilateralism generally.

Aspirant middle powers to permanent seats, such as Germany, India, Brazil and Japan, find their ambitions blocked by 
regional competitors (the Uniting for Consensus group in particular) and, in the case of Japan, by virulent opposition from 
China. Germany remains committed to a proposal that would see additional permanent European representation on a 
Council that already has two permanent seats from that region. Then there is the lack of agreement on a formula for 
expanding the Council to achieve greater regional balance, particularly for Africa and Latin America.

Most developing countries, including the African Group’s starting position, are that the veto should be abolished, but if it is 
retained, they insist that new permanent members should be accorded the same rights and privileges as existing 
permanent members.

This fragmentation in global security governance brings great uncertainty to an already fragile and divided world. It is a 
dangerous and unnecessary risk.
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