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Exactly 30 years ago, in March 1978, United 

States President Jimmy Carter presented 

to the US Senate’s Committee on Foreign 

Relations his ‘Proposals for United Nations 

Reform’.1 The report also dealt with the 

role of the Security Council – just one of 

the six UN principal organs but, being en-

trusted with the ‘primary responsibility for 

the maintenance of international peace and 

security’, the most powerful one. The US 

proposals suggested modifi ed veto powers 

and pleaded for making ‘greater use of the 

Council and engaging it more routinely in 

the search for ways to resolve threats to the 

peace’.2 This report presented no case for an 

enlargement of the body or for a restructur-

ing of its composition, though it ‘recalled 

that Japan has for some time entertained the 

desire to attain a permanent seat on the Se-

curity Council’. Moreover, it purported still 

‘to hold the position which President Carter 

expressed to Prime Minister Fukuda ... in 

March 1977, namely, that Japan is, in our 

view, fully qualifi ed to become a permanent 

1 For full text, see Joachim Müller, ed., Reforming the 

United Nations. New Initiatives and Past Eff orts, Vol. I, 

The Hague: Kluwer 1997, pp. III.8/1-55.

2 Müller, 1997 (Vol.I), p. III.8/14.

A Security Council debate on peace and security in Africa, 

16 April 2008. UN Photo/Eskinder Debebe
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member of the Security Council’.3 One can 

safely assume that at that time this was hard-

ly more than inexpensive lip-service.

The case for enlargement of the body was 

made one and a half years after the presenta-

tion of the Carter report. It came from Asia, 

yet from an actor fi rmly entrenched in the 

Non-Aligned Movement of which it was a 

founding member and thus with an inter-

national profi le quite diff erent from that of 

Japan, and it did not refer to an addition of 

permanent seats to the Council table. In-

dia, with the support of nine other African, 

Asian and Latin American nations, placed 

the topic ‘Question of equitable representa-

tion on and increase in the membership of 

the Security Council’ on the agenda of the 

General Assembly in November 1979. The 

background to this was the growth of the 

membership of the United Nations from 113 

to 152 since the 1963 vote on an amendment 

of the Charter providing for the fi rst, and 

so far only, increase (from 11 to 15) of the 

number of Council members.4 A draft reso-

lution intended to add just four more seats to 

the 10 non-permanent ones, bringing total 

Council membership to 19. A later amend-

ment to the draft sought an increase by two 

more seats, taking the fi gure to 21. India, 

whilst indicating that the failure to increase 

3 Ibid.

4 The amendment came into force in 1965. Even this 

seemingly modest enlargement initially met with stiff  

resistance from the permanent members except China 

(then represented by the Kuomintang government in 

Taipei). ‘Calls for Council expansion...had been esca-

lating since 1956, following the admission of a score 

of new members over the two previous years’; success 

came ‘in part because of the Cold War competition’. 

Edward C. Luck, ‘Prospects for Reform: Principal 

Organs’, in Thomas G. Weiss and Sam Daws, eds, 

The Oxford Handbook on the United Nations, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press 2007, p. 660.

the number of members in the Council in 

accordance with the growth of UN mem-

bership ‘had given rise to the problem of 

inequitable representation in the Security 

Council’, was careful to point out ‘that the 

proposal was specifi c and would not touch 

upon the substantive aspects of the role and 

functions of the Council or the position of 

its permanent members’. Nevertheless, the 

proposal did not go down well with most of 

the fi ve permanent members (P-5).5 

They argued, inter alia, that the en-

largement of the Council would have 

a negative eff ect on the ability of the 

body to undertake rapid and eff ective 

action to maintain international peace 

and security; and that the composition 

of the non-permanent membership of 

the Council was not determined by 

arithmetical proportions but by paying 

special regard to the contribution of 

Member States to the maintenance of 

international peace and security.6

5 The United Nations Charter lays down in Article 

23(1): ‘The Republic of China, France, the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics, the United Kingdom of 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and the United 

States of America shall be permanent members of the 

Security Council.’ The Kuomintang government of 

the ‘Republic of China’, after its defeat in the Chi-

nese civil war, was restricted to Taiwan only but 

continued to claim to speak for China as a nation. In 

1971, the Chinese seat in the UN organs was trans-

ferred to the government of the ‘People’s Republic 

of China’ following the decision of the General As-

sembly. In 1991, the Russian Federation notifi ed the 

UN in an almost casual way that it continues the 

membership of the former USSR ‘with the support 

of the 11 member countries of the Commonwealth 

of Independent States’ (letter from President Boris 

Yeltsin to Secretary-General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, 

24 December). The move was not put to a legal test.

6 Repertory of Practice of United Nations Organs, Suppl. 6, 

Vol. VI (1979-1984), p. 183.
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The draft resolution was not put to a vote; 

on 14 December 1979 the General Assembly 

postponed consideration of the issue to the 

following session. In 1980 the question raised 

by India was again debated; eventually post-

ponement was agreed upon once more. Af-

terwards, the item continued to have its place 

on the agenda of the Assembly’s sessions, but 

was continuously deferred, serving as sort of 

a reminder of an unresolved issue. The topic 

gained fresh momentum only about a decade 

later, after the wind of change had blown 

through the international arena.

There was broad agreement on the need 

for adjusting the Council to realities which 

were quite diff erent from those of 1945. Yet 

the conceptions and, above all, the interests 

pursued by the actors were largely contra-

dictory. With Japan repeating her claim, 

the quest for additional permanent seats 

came into focus. Other aspiring candidates 

emerged, leading to concealed as well as 

open battles about the ‘right’ to obtain ‘P’ 

status. Well known are the household words 

commonly uttered in the corridors of the 

UN headquarters, like ‘quick fi x’, ‘Razali 

plan’ or ‘Coff ee Club’. Well known is the 

protracted campaign by Italy (at an earlier 

stage also an aspirant) against her ally and 

co-founder of European institutions, Ger-

many, and the competition between suppos-

edly brotherly countries of Africa or Latin 

America. Well known too is the debate on 

the veto power that the P-5 are unlikely to 

relinquish. Given the wealth of literature 

on the subject7 and also some fl ashbacks in 

7 The more recent debate up to 2005/06 is aptly sum-

marised in the introductory part of Joachim Müller, 

ed., Reforming the United Nations. The Struggle for 

Legitimacy and Eff ectiveness, Leiden: Nijhoff  2006, 

pp. 14-21, 63-67, and 89-90.

the three following contributions, we don’t 

need to go into detail here. Suffi  ce it to re-

mind the reader that in 1994 the ‘Open-

ended Working Group on the Question of 

Equitable Representation on and Increase 

in the Membership of the Security Council 

and other Matters Related to the Security 

Council’, a subsidiary organ of the General 

Assembly, took up its work. Its nickname 

‘never-ending working group’ is also well 

known. The expression alludes to the fact 

that progress, if at all this is the right word, 

goes at a snail’s pace, notwithstanding the 

fi nding ‘that the status quo is not acceptable 

to an overwhelming majority of the Mem-

ber States’.8

Incidentally, not all is about extension, per-

manency and veto power. Yet one may see 

these issues as background to the attempts 

of Council members to appease their critics 

who question the legitimacy of the organ’s 

practice, posing queries on accountability, ef-

fi ciency, participation of non-members, and 

transparency. This has resulted in a number 

of improvements in the working methods of 

the Council over the last one and a half de-

cades. In 2006, ‘a concise and user-friendly 

list of the recent practices and newly agreed 

measures, which will serve as guidance for 

the Council’s work’ was provided.9 Further 

progress would certainly be welcomed by the 

non-permanent members as well as the non-

members of this principal organ.

8 UN doc. A/62/1, 31 August 2007 (Report of the 

Secretary-General on the work of the Organiza-

tion), para. 114.

9 UN doc. S/2006/507, 19 July 2006. See also the Spe-

cial Research Report ‘Security Council Transparen-

cy, Legitimacy and Eff ectiveness: Eff orts to Reform 

Council Working Methods 1993-2007’, 18 October 

2007, of the Security Council Report (www.securi-

tycouncilreport.org/).
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There are controversies galore. In fact, the 

ongoing debate on the reform of the Secu-

rity Council brought to the fore a wealth 

of arguments - not all of them new or in-

novative - but so far it appears inconclusive. 

It remains to be seen whether the strenu-

ous eff orts of the President of the General 

Assembly, his ‘facilitators’ and ‘task force’ 

members will lead to the adoption of an ‘in-

termediary arrangement’ as a kind of transi-

tional approach.

***

This issue of the Critical Currents series in-

tends to take stock of the debate and to pres-

ent alternatives to the existing state of aff airs. 

Obviously, as Erskine Childers and Brian 

Urquhart described it in a slightly diff erent 

context in the preface to another publica-

tion of the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation, 

‘anyone proposing reforms of the UN sys-

tem faces the constant risk of being labelled 

“utopian” or “unrealistic”, even if the pro-

posals are eminently sensible’.10 Neverthe-

less, a radical approach is taken here, inas-

much as it transcends the extension debate.

Ambassador Kaire Mbuende, representing 

Namibia as a small African country with a 

special bond with the UN (given the role 

the world organisation played during the 

process leading to the independence of for-

mer South West Africa), undertakes a criti-

cal appraisal of the state of the debate. He 

gives an overview of the continuous eff orts 

10 Erskine Childers with Brian Urquhart, ‘Renew-

ing the United Nations System’, Development Dia-

logue, No. 1, 1994. Full text also in Joachim Müller, 

ed., Reforming the United Nations. New Initiatives and 

Past Eff orts, Vol. III, The Hague: Kluwer 1997, pp. 

III.38/1-209.

of, for example, the ‘Open-ended Working 

Group’ and names the central issues. In his 

view, enlargement of the Council is not an 

end in itself; he quite convincingly points 

out the defi ciencies of the permanent mem-

bers, existing as well as possible future ones. 

He counsels that more attention should be 

given to the task of improving the working 

methods of the Council. His benchmark is 

accountability, and his guiding principle is 

eff ective regional representation.

Jim Paul and Céline Nahory of ‘Global Pol-

icy Forum’ argue forcefully against Council 

enlargement and especially against new per-

manent seats. They see national self-interest 

behind the aspirations of medium-sized 

powers, and they see a net loss rather than 

gain in any expansion of the Council. They 

doubt the viability of any reform proposals 

that would require a revision of the United 

Nations Charter. Instead, they favour mea-

sures which could increase policy coordina-

tion within the diff erent regions, as a prelude 

to future regional seats. They are cautiously 

optimistic about the readiness of UN mem-

bers for such a transitional approach.

Professor Richard Hartwig advocates a ra-

dical restructuring of the Security Coun-

cil called the ‘Regional/Economic Pro-

posal’ (REP), which would entail revising 

the Charter. Change from a uni-polar to 

a multi-polar world would be required for 

his proposal to become politically feasible; 

in his view, the required conditions may be 

present by 2020. The REP suggests that rep-

resentation in the Security Council should 

be determined by objectively balancing 

the claims of legitimacy, power/wealth and 
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mutual advantage.11 It envisions a Council 

composed of 10 geographic Regions. Each 

Region would be presided over by an an-

chor country or by co-anchor countries. 

There would be no veto power.

The three contributions in some respects 

represent diff erent positions. But they con-

cur on central issues: their approach is anti-

hegemonic, and they are in favour of phas-

ing out the veto. They moreover have an 

imperative common denominator: the case 

for regional representation.

***

Regional representation, however, is not a 

fast-selling item. The survey undertaken by 

the ‘facilitators’ on the consultations regard-

ing the reform of the Security Council12 

shows that there are quite diff erent concep-

tions of this idea. Some countries under-

stood ‘regional representation’ as nothing 

other than the ‘equitable geographical dis-

tribution’ enshrined in Article 23(1) of the 

Charter. Others felt that the term

 should be understood as the regional 

seat leading to regional accountability. 

They argued that the notion of regional 

representation, in the sense of Member 

States representing regional views, could 

be explored further. Diff erent options 

were suggested, such as candidatures to 

be proposed directly by Member States 

or through regional consensus, it be-

11 Hartwig’s very elaborate REP proposal might lend 

itself to testing in Model United Nations exercises.

12 UN doc. A/61/47, 14 September 2007 (Report of 

the Open-ended Working Group on the Question 

of Equitable Representation on and Increase in the 

Membership of the Security Council and Other 

Matters related to the Security Council), Annex II.

ing understood that the fi nal decision 

is to be taken by the General Assembly 

through the election process as set out 

in the Charter. Another suggestion was 

that members of the Council should be 

deemed, if they so wish, to also represent 

the views of regional groups to which 

they belong while continuing to act in 

accordance with the purposes and prin-

ciples of the United Nations.13

It was a widely held view that presently the 

non-permanent members of the Council, 

though elected according to a regional distri-

bution pattern, are not the representatives of 

their respective regions. ‘Rather, as members 

of the Council, they should have a global ac-

countability and an obligation to the interna-

tional community as a whole.’14 Neither the 

regional groups of the General Assembly nor 

the alliances of states currently outside the 

UN framework were seen as proper candi-

dates for having a seat, partly because a con-

tradiction with the intergovernmental char-

acter of the UN was perceived. Despite those 

apprehensions, there seems to be a prepared-

ness to give more thought to the regional 

representation issue. The challenge will be 

to strike a viable balance between global and 

regional responsibilities.

***

In terms of economic and political cohe-

sion, the European Union (EU) is seen 

worldwide as the most advanced regional 

organisation, and it is held in high esteem 

by representatives from other regions as a 

model. This, plus the recurrent debate on a 

13 A/61/47, p. 18.

14 Ibid.
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‘European seat’ in the Security Council, is a 

good reason for taking a closer look.

It can be put on the record that the EU 

described the strengthening of the United 

Nations and ‘equipping it to fulfi l its re-

sponsibilities and to act eff ectively’ as ‘a 

European priority’15 and that it declared ‘ef-

fective multilateralism a central element of 

its external action, with at its heart a strong 

UN’.16 This commitment was prepared by a 

position paper in September 2003 with the 

virtually programmatic title ‘The European 

Union and the United Nations: The choice 

of multilateralism’.17 One might see this in 

part as a response to the notorious de facto 

unilateral action which had characterised 

that year – that is, the US military cam-

paign against Iraq. Self-interest, however, 

also plays its part, not least the desire to es-

tablish the EU as a relevant ‘global actor’ in 

the international fi eld.

The EU indeed plays a signifi cant role in the 

United Nations, its member states together 

presently contributing 38.857 per cent to the 

regular budget.18 Even so, it fi nds its infl u-

ence in the UN system limited, due to the 

somewhat peculiar division of labour be-

tween the European Council, the European 

Commission (EC) and the Presidency-in-

offi  ce which changes twice a year. In fact, it 

15 European Security Strategy (‘A Secure Europe in a 

Better World’), approved by the European Council 

held in Brussels on 12 December 2003.

16 Presidency Conclusions, Brussels European Coun-

cil, 12/13 December 2003.

17 Communication from the Commission to the Coun-

cil and the European Parliament, doc. COM(2003) 

526 fi nal, 10 September 2003.

18 Beitragsschlüssel für den Haushalt der Vereinten 

Nationen 2007 bis 2009, Vereinte Nationen. Zeitschrift 

für die Vereinten Nationen und ihre Sonderorganisationen, 

No. 3/2007, p. 117.

is not easy for outsiders to understand who 

speaks in which capacity for the EU in a 

given context.

In the UN General Assembly the EC, acting 

through its New York delegation, is an ob-

server.19 It is a major provider of humanitar-

ian aid and development assistance.20 There 

is participation of the EC in the governing 

bodies of a number of UN agencies and 

organs,21 based on its role as a donor. The 

involvement in the World Health Organiza-

tion (WHO) and the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) as well as in the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

and the United Nations Environment Pro-

gramme (UNEP) is described as one of 

‘active observer’, meaning ‘participation in 

and contribution to the work of govern-

ing bodies including contribution to deci-

sion-making’.22 With regard to the Execu-

tive Board of the World Food Programme 

(WFP) it even might boast of having a sort 

19 Observer status was granted to the European Eco-

nomic Community in 1974.

20 In 2004 the EU member states and the EC together 

accounted for 54 per cent of international Offi  cial 

Development Assistance. The reverse side of the coin 

is that EU members ‘still dump massive amounts of 

subsidised agricultural products on the world mar-

ket, to the detriment of developing countries’ na-

tional economies’. Editors’ ‘Epilogue: The UN and 

the EU – the road to partnership’, in Jan Wouters, 

Frank Hoff meister and Tom Ruys, eds, The United 

Nations and the European Union: An Ever Stronger Part-

nership, The Hague: T. M. C. Asser Press 2006, p. 

398.

21 See ‘Building an eff ective partnership with the 

United Nations in the fi elds of Development and 

Humanitarian Aff airs. Communication from the 

Commission to the Council and the European Par-

liament’, doc. COM(2001)231 fi nal, 2 May 2001, An-

nex 2, and ‘Inventory of the European Community 

Status at UN Bodies and Conferences’ in Wouters et 

al. 2006, pp. 401-405.

22 COM(2001)231 fi nal, Annex 2.
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of veto power without being a member, 

since it is a ‘privileged observer’, meaning 

that ‘the Commission sits at the table of 

the Executive Board and its participation is 

deemed necessary for a consensus’.23

In one specialised agency, the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations (FAO), the ‘European Economic 

Community’, described as a ‘regional eco-

nomic integration organization’, is a mem-

ber. In 1991 it was admitted as a ‘Member 

Organization’ (still being the only one in 

this category). As such it is entitled to par-

ticipate ‘in matters within its competence’, 

such as agriculture and fi sheries, in FAO 

meetings. In these matters it can exercise 

‘membership rights on an alternative ba-

sis with its Member States that are Mem-

ber Nations of the Organization’.24 In the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) – which 

is not a specialised agency of the UN but 

can be considered as a related organisation 

– the ‘European Communities’ have been 

a member since 1995, whilst the EU na-

tions continue their individual membership. 

In most WTO meetings the EC speaks for 

all EU member states. This arrangement is 

based on the Community responsibility for 

customs and trade.

Politically even more relevant is the fact that 

in the various United Nations fora the 27 

EU members usually put forward common 

23 Ibid.

24 This means, according to Article II(10) of the FAO 

Constitution, that either the member states exercise 

their voting rights or the ‘Member Organization’ 

votes with ‘a number of votes equal to the number 

of its Member States which are entitled to vote in 

such meeting. Whenever a Member Organization 

exercises its right to vote, its Member States shall not 

exercise theirs, and conversely.’

positions25 – achieved in at times diffi  cult in-

ternal processes – and thus are an important 

partner for the ‘G-77’ group of developing 

countries, for example. So it appears quite 

logical to see the EU as being bound to take 

the regional seat for Europe once a model 

of regional representation in the Security 

Council is put into practice.

Judging from the state of aff airs now and in 

the near future, however, this appears to be 

premature, even in view of the forthcom-

ing strengthening of the EU role in the in-

ternational fi eld through the Lisbon Treaty. 

Whereas the African Union (AU), albeit 

only in theory, unites all African states,26 

the EU does not cover the European con-

tinent in its entirety. It accounts for 2627 of 

the 43 UN member states from the conti-

nent, so about two fi fths of these presently 

do not belong to the EU. Apart from Rus-

sia the absentee list includes heavyweights 

like Norway, Switzerland and the Ukraine. 

It should be noted that as long as the EU has 

not transformed itself into a federal state like 

the United States of America or the Russian 

Federation (or as long as the UN Charter 

has not been amended in order to accom-

modate a supranational organisation like the 

EU), the proposal to have a ‘EU seat’ is not 

in line with realities. But realities change 

over time, and innovative approaches are 

possible. The European Parliament, when 

25 See for instance Katie Verlin Laatikainen and Karen 

E. Smith, eds, The European Union at the United Na-

tions: Intersecting Multilateralisms, Basingstoke: Pal-

grave Macmillan 2006.

26 Except Morocco which left the then Organisation 

of African Unity after the admission of the Sahrawi 

Arab Democratic Republic.

27 EU member state Cyprus geographically is part of 

Asia. In the UN General Assembly it belongs to the 

Asian Group.
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adopting its fi rst comprehensive report on 

EU-UN relations in 2004, however, acted 

in a remarkably uninspired way when so-

liciting for a European place on the ‘P’ side 

of the Council table in addition (sic) to the 

British and French permanent seats.28

A future regional set-up of the Security 

Council29 might, for a transitional period, 

even fi nd another solution for European re-

gional representation, for example through 

the Organization for Security and Co-

operation in Europe (OSCE) or through 

the Council of Europe.30 A possible gain in 

representativeness, however, would be out-

weighed by losses in clout and cohesiveness.

***

28 In its resolution of 29 January 2004 on the relations 

between the EU and the UN the European Parlia-

ment called for ‘increasing the composition of the 

Security Council (permanent and non-permanent 

members), which should better refl ect the cur-

rent situation in the world, including the European 

Union, as a permanent member, as soon as its legal 

personality is recognised, as well as a supplementary 

permanent seat for each of the following regions: Af-

rica, Asia and Latin America’.

29 Earlier, this author hypothesised that ‘say in 2025 or 

2035’ a new ‘P-5’ could take this shape: ‘the OSCE 

representing Europe and North America, the OAS 

dominated by Latin American and Caribbean States, 

Africa’s OAU and future regional organizations for 

Western and Central Asia as well as East Asia and 

Oceania.’ Volker Weyel, ‘Yes, But... Germany’s De-

sire for a Permanent Seat in the Security Council,’ in 

Hans d’Orville, ed., Beyond Freedom: Letters to Oluse-

gun Obasanjo, New York: Collage Press 1996, p. 558.

30 A counter-argument might point to the danger of 

overstretching. Presently the OSCE, a ‘regional ar-

rangement’ under Chapter VIII of the UN Charter, 

consists of 56 members from Europe, Asia and North 

America (i.e. both Canada and the US). The geo-

graphical scope of the Council of Europe with its 47 

members (including Cyprus, the Caucasus republics 

and Russia, not including Belarus which so far is 

stalled with candidate status) is more limited, but so 

is its mandate.

Whether the veto power should be kept, but 

be invested in future seats for the regions, 

would be open to debate. Taking issue with 

the veto power made available by the UN 

Charter (though the term itself is not used 

there) to the happy few is not only justifi ed 

but necessary. This privilege nevertheless 

should not be discarded too easily, since it 

exerts a binding force on its benefi ciaries, 

at least to some degree. Problematic (and 

disgusting) as the international behaviour of 

some of the major actors is at present, things 

certainly would not be better if they were 

completely free of any responsibility under 

their special role, since they tend to ignore 

majority decisions of the General Assembly 

anyway. The resort to ‘Nyet’ or ‘No’ al-

lowed the USSR and later the US to pre-

serve what they saw as their interest in view 

of a majority of states rightly or wrongly 

perceived as hostile to them; this enabled 

them to remain inside the UN instead of 

cutting the painter.

In defence of the veto power, the privileged 

class likes to argue ‘that this arrangement 

ruled out the possibility of disagreement 

among the permanent members and en-

sured that when the Security Council did 

act, it acted with the support of its most 

powerful members’31 - not too convincing 

an assertion given the mixed record of the 

Council regarding the implementation of 

its own decisions. A more civilised interna-

tional environment certainly will eventu-

ally do without the veto; in the meantime 

nations should strive to agree on as many 

31 Müller, 2006, p. 16.



restrictions to its use as possible.32 Anders 

Lidén, Sweden’s Permanent Representative 

to the UN, in the November 2007 General 

Assembly debate on the Security Council, 

called for a ‘veto-free culture’. This concept 

is indeed worth promoting - as well as the 

crafting of a practicable model of regional 

representation.

32 One of the ideas put forward is the ‘double veto’, 

which was also taken up by the European Parliament 

in its resolution of 29 January 2004. There it called 

for ‘improving the decision-making process of the 

Security Council by replacing the current veto sys-

tem by a system of double veto (veto only relevant 

if by 2 permanent members) and only in the cases 

referred to in chapter VII of the UN Charter (threats 

to peace, breaches of peace and acts of aggression)’.

Members of the Security Council voting unanimously to 

extend the mandate of the United Nations Mission for 

the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), 

30 April 2008. UN Photo/Paulo Filgueiras


