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From Lessons Learnt to Reform Principles

UNSC reform faces numerous obstacles. First is the challenge of accommodating the two Global Powers of the first part of
the 21st century—the US and China, both of which are very comfortable with the veto power. Then there is the question
of what happens to the UK, France and Russia, none of which are Global Powers.

Third is the challenge of eventually accommodating additional Global Powers (the previous section indicates that, on
current forecasts, India is most likely to aspire to that status), and the practical need to bring regional leaders onto the
Council, given the ongoing diffusion of power to regions such as Asia and Africa.

Given the increase in UN member states since 1945, a reformed council needs to be much larger. In the interests of
effectiveness, responses from UN member states to the successive reform efforts over the years would indicate that an
expanded Council should not exceed 27 members.

A reformed UNSC thus needs to balance three competing needs: legitimacy (representation and equity), functionality (size
and efficiency) and realism (power matters), as reflected in Chart 3.

Chart 3: Primary principles for reform
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The three primary principles for reform imply that UNSC reform needs to balance geopolitical representation with the
significant discrepancies between the power and influence of UN member states and do so in a manner that improves the
capacity and effectiveness of the Council. This leads to difficult discussions about the criteria for elections to the UNSC.
Some states resist any minimum criteria that could bar a country from standing as a candidate, insisting on the right of all
states to contest for UNSC membership. Yet, more than 60 UN member states have never been on the UNSC, and many
have never contested for membership, indicating a limited ambition in this regard, and perhaps a recognition of the
limited capacity of small and micro states to contribute to international peace and security.
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Various groups engaged in reform are concerned that a Council composed of only larger states will not serve their
interests. It is nevertheless important to recognise the large disparities in population and economic size among UN
members. For example, it is theoretically possible for 129 states (many of which are island states or micro states like
Tuvalu, Nauru, St. Kitts and Nevis and Bhutan) with a combined 8% of the global population to command a two-thirds vote
in the UNGA—or for 65 states with less than 1% of the global population to block a substantive vote requiring a two-thirds
majority in the UNGA. The disparities in economic size (and income levels) are even larger. These differences in population
and economic size would be a huge obstacle to reform if all states were part of a single electoral college. However, the
potential dictatorship of minorities is constrained by the system in which states are currently grouped in five regions for
UNSC electoral purposes.

If the UNSC is supposed to respond to international peace and security matters, its composition requires membership
from states with commensurate capacity, implying minimum criteria for UNSC membership—and the importance of
ensuring that Global Powers (and countries that in future may wish to act in concert) are included.

The diffusion of power from the countries bordering the North Atlantic to regions such as Asia and Africa, and the
increase in UN member states, greater complexity and larger populations require a means to ensure that regional powers
(however they are defined) also to be considered, though the latter inevitably requires the consent of the majority of
countries in that region. This can be done by allowing a limited number of seats to be immediately renewable.

From this context, six key conclusions inform proposals for a UNSC fit for the future:

* The need for a much larger UNSC.

* The UNSC must include behemoths such as the US and China and incentivise their inclusion. These powerful countries
bear a disproportionate responsibility in global affairs, and their votes should count for more than one, but no country
should have a veto.

* Should coalitions of states (such as Africa or Europe) wish to have their engagement with the UNSC reflect their desire
for deeper regional integration and to act in concert at a global level, they should be allowed to consolidate their
representation on the Council by also being able to qualify for global power status. One country (or an organisation such
as the EU or AU Commission) would then represent that group.

* Global powers (or coalition members) should not participate in elections for other UNSC members in the General
Assembly to avoid undue extension of their influence.

* Adistinction may need to be made between regional leaders and other states from the same region desiring to serve on
the UNSC to encourage a more cooperative approach to relations, candidacy and in supporting subsequent action by
the Council. Such recognition reflects the extent to which regional cooperation and agency have become characteristic
of changes in international relations and could consist of a limited, renewable membership category.

* States that serve on the UNSC should have a minimum capacity (such as the number of embassies, particularly in
conflict-affected areas) and a track record if they are to contribute to global peace and security issues.

* Similar to states that are elected to the UNSC, Global Powers (or coalitions) would be expected to make additional
contributions to the UN peace and security budget.

Chart 4: Conclusions to inform reform proposals
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A reformed UNSC must:

1.Be much larger.

2.End permanent membership and the veto, but ensure that Global Powers
participate, using simple criteria. The vote of a Global Power in the UNSC will
count for three

3.Allow coalitions of states that meet the Global Power criteria to qualify as a
Global Power Coalition with the same voting advantage

4.Disallow the participation of Global Powers and Great Power Coalitions in the
nomination or election of other countries to the UNSC

5.Ensure the inclusion of regional leaders by allowing regions to designate one
elected seat per voting region as immediately renewable

6.Set out minimum capacity and experience requirements for UNSC candidate
states

7.Require its members to make additional contributions to the UN

D UN SECURITY COUNCIL REFORM: THEMATIC FUTURES © 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION
PROGRAMME



Donors and sponsors

I B Sweden // Hanns
B B Sverige 3%

Foundation

Reuse our work

* All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the Creative Commons BY license. You have the
permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors.
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data
before use and redistribution.

All of our charts can be embedded in any site.

Cite this research

Jakkie Cilliers (2026) UN Security Council Reform. Published online at futures.issafrica.org. Retrieved from https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/19-
un-security-council/ [Online Resource] Updated 29 March 2026.

UN SECURITY COUNCIL REFORM: THEMATIC FUTURES © 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION
PROGRAMME



https://southafrica.hss.de/
https://www.sida.se/en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://help.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/embed.htm
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/19-un-security-council/
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/19-un-security-council/

ISS| AFRICAN FUTURES

About the authors

Dr Jakkie Cilliers is the founder and former executive director of the ISS. He currently serves as chair of the ISS Board of Trustees, head of the African Futures and
Innovation (AFI) programme at the Institute's Pretoria office, and an extraordinary professor at the University of Pretoria. His 2017 best-seller Fate of the Nation
addresses South Africa’s future from political, economic and social perspectives. His three most recent books, Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution (March
2020), The Future of Africa: Challenges and Opportunities (April 2021), and Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity (June 2022) offer rigorous analyses of the
continent as a whole. From August to December 2025, Cilliers was a Richard von Weizsacker Fellow at the Robert Bosch Academy in Berlin.

About African Futures & Innovation

Scenarios and forecasting can help Africa identify and respond to opportunities and threats. The work of the African Futures & Innovation (AFI) program at the
Institute for Security Studies aims to understand and address a widening gap between indices of wellbeing in Africa and elsewhere in the world. The AFI helps
stakeholders understand likely future developments. Research findings and their policy implications are widely disseminated, often in collaboration with in-country
partners. Forecasting tools inspire debate and provide insights into possible trajectories that inform planning, prioritisation and effective resource allocation. Africa’
s future depends on today's choices and actions by governments and their non-governmental and international partners. The AFI provides empirical data that
informs short- and medium-term decisions with long-term implications. The AFl enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the ISS, its trustees, members of the Advisory Council or donors. Authors contribute to ISS publications
in their personal capacity.



https://futures.issafrica.org/books/fate_of_the_nation
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/africa-first
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://futures.issafrica.org/books/

	UN Security Council
	From Lessons Learnt to Reform Principles
	Jakkie Cilliers


	From Lessons Learnt to Reform Principles
	Chart 3: Primary principles for reform
	Chart 4: Conclusions to inform reform proposals

	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

