
1 

 

Expert Conference 
 
 

“A European Seat in the UN Security Council?” 
Restarting the stalled reform process 
 
Under the UN Charter, the United Nations Security Council’s primary responsibility is the 
maintenance of international peace and security. For decades, however, its composition and 
working methods have prompted debates about reform. Its five permanent members, with 
their right of veto, reflect the global power-political structures which existed at the end of the 
Second World War. Some regions of the world, notably Africa, are massively 
underrepresented in the Security Council.  

A current reform proposal aims to replace national with regional seats with a view to making 
the Security Council more representative and effective. Could the European Union (EU) lead 
the way here? This issue was discussed by around 40 experts from the worlds of academia 
and politics at a conference hosted by the New York-based Global Policy Forum (GPF). The 
event, organised in cooperation with the Development and Peace Foundation (SEF) and other 
European partners, was held in Brussels on 23-24 May 2011 and attracted delegates from all 
over Europe.  
 
Regionalisation processes are under way all over the world and are increasingly changing the 
global architecture. Many of the conference delegates were convinced that over the long 
term, this development could help to overcome the democratic deficits and lack of 
representativeness in international politics. But what are the practical implications for the 
United Nations and especially the UN Security Council? Is the UN evolving from an 
intergovernmental organisation into an interregional body? With regard to the Security 
Council, it became apparent that there is no realistic prospect of its evolution in this 
direction at present, and that such a development is conceivable – if at all – only as the 
outcome of a long-term process or of some kind of global cataclysm. It would require the 
amendment of the UN Charter and especially the renunciation of the right of veto by all five 
permanent Security Council members – seemingly insurmountable obstacles.  
 
A greater role for the EU in the Security Council? 
 
Against this background, what might be the benefits of greater engagement by the European 
Union in the Security Council?  Some experts took the view that a seat for the EU, or at least 
a greater role for the EU within the Security Council, would be a step in the right direction, 
potentially setting an example and heralding a shift away from intergovernmental politics 
towards more inclusive international policy-making. They were also optimistic that this 
would make the Security Council more effective, for example if the involvement of regional 
organisations resulted in greater support for sanction regimes. However, other participants 
expressed doubt that a seat for the EU would have this effect: in their view, it would simply 
further reinforce the position of the EU countries, which are already overrepresented. 
During the discussion, one experienced practitioner also raised the fundamental question of 
whether the world would be better served by a more democratic Security Council or, rather, 
by one which has effective decision-making capacities. 
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The post-Lisbon era 
 
Is a European seat on the Security Council the logical outcome of the Lisbon Treaty? This also 
proved to be a contentious issue. Sceptics pointed out that the Lisbon Treaty merely obliges 
EU Member States which are also members of the Security Council to keep the other 
Member States fully informed, but does not create any obligation for consultation or 
coordination. From a federalist perspective, however, it could be argued that EU Member 
States have an obligation to represent EU interests within the United Nations. In a resolution 
adopted on 11 May 2011,  the European Parliament reiterates the view that an EU seat 
remains a central, long-term goal of the European Union and calls, in the interim, for the 
seeking of common EU positions in the UN Security Council in order to have such positions 
implemented through joint voting practice. The call for effective internal coordination 
among the EU Member States was generally endorsed by the conference. However, the 
present situation is somewhat discouraging. The question whether the “super-observer 
status” recently conferred on the EU (and other regional organisations) by the UN General 
Assembly could be extended to the Security Council as well – and what the benefits of this 
would be – proved contentious, whereas it was agreed that an EU seat would perforce lead 
to a common position. The option of not pursuing a coordinated approach is no longer 
available, said one participant. Several experts drew attention to the EU’s united stance in 
other international institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). The key difference between these organisations and the 
Security Council, however, is that the EU does not have two members with a right of veto in 
these forums.  
 
No “go-it-alone” approach by Europe 
 
There was agreement that a Security Council seat for the European Union should not mean 
yet another seat for Europe, and that the option should be available to other regions of the 
world as well. One expert made it clear that the concept of an EU seat would be “dead in the 
water” unless it formed part of a joint initiative with other regional organisations aimed at 
moving towards regional representation in the Security Council. The EU should therefore 
adopt a more cooperative approach and step up its dialogue with other regional institutions 
on this issue. Other regional organisations have similar ambitions, reflected, for example, in 
the fact that the Peace and Security Council of the African Union (AU) holds an annual 
meeting with the UN Security Council.  

Another expert drew attention to the G20 as a possible test case for the functioning and 
effectiveness of regional memberships. The EU is already a member of the G20, while the 
AU, the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) and the Global Governance 
Group, for example, are “permanent guests”, as it were. One potential problem arising in 
relation to the regional model is how to define the regions; for example, the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) could also present itself as a regional 
organisation and hence as an alternative to the EU. And as one delegate pointed out, 
countries could also be grouped together in accordance with criteria other than regional 
identity. 
 
 
 

http://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/200-reform/50251-resolution-adopted-by-the-european-parliament-on-the-eu-as-a-global-actor-its-role-in-multilateral-organizations.html
http://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/200-reform/50251-resolution-adopted-by-the-european-parliament-on-the-eu-as-a-global-actor-its-role-in-multilateral-organizations.html
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A mini-reform to restart the process 
 
In view of the fact that the five permanent members of the UN Security Council are unwilling 
to give up – or even share – their privileges, the urgent question which arises is how the 
reform process, which is widely acknowledged to have stalled, can now be restarted without 
a major global crisis. Based on the idea that “the Security Council needs fewer Europeans but 
more Europe”, a European Union advisor outlined a practical proposal for a mini-reform of 
the Security Council. He began by criticising the fact that the composition of the regional 
groups, from which the non-permanent members of the Security Council are elected, no 
longer reflects today’s realities. As the first step, therefore, the Eastern European Group and 
the Western European and Others Group should be merged to form an “EU and Others” 
Group. Countries which do not fit into this group (e.g. Australia, Canada, Russia) would then 
have to be accommodated in other regional groups.  

Secondly, the number of elected seats on the Security Council for this new group should be 
reduced from three to two. This would free up one seat for another regional group and send 
out an important message that Europe is willing to reduce the number of its Security Council 
members. Thirdly, the EU should agree annually on a group candidate and abandon 
contested candidacies; the country chosen would then be responsible not only to the UN 
General Assembly, as the electing body, but also to the regional group / the EU. EU Member 
States would have to reach an internal agreement on the rules governing the candidate’s 
election, while the country elected, for its part, would be obliged to represent the EU’s 
position in the Security Council in future. At the same time, France and the United Kingdom 
would come under greater pressure to endorse the EU position. This would make the EU 
more visible in the Security Council, and create a model which could also serve as an 
example for other regions. It would also comply with the UN Charter and with the EU Treaty 
in its present form.  

The experts who were gathered in Brussels broadly endorsed this proposal, although some 
of the unresolved issues on points of detail led to a lively final debate. Points of contention 
included the actual composition of the regional group, the election procedure, and in 
particular, the question whether large Member States should be given preferential election 
rights or whether a simple rotation principle should be applied.  
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