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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

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.

A distinction 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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