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While the exact impact
of Security Council
reform is difficult to
predict because of so
many competing
plans, most of the
proposals would at
best lead to no
significant gains in
security and most run
the risk of undermining
current levels of peace
and security.
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There are so many different proposed reform plans that any
state can say they support Security Council reform without
committing themselves to anything. However, at heart, most
reform plans revolve around three central issues: expansion of
non-permanent members, expansion of permanent members,
and alterations to voting rules (specifically the permanent
member veto). Various plans place different emphasis on the
various parts and offer diverse solutions.

The Group of Four (G4), comprised of Brazil, Germany, In‐
dia, and Japan, proposes awarding permanent membership to
themselves and expanding the non-permanent members by
four. The group wants permanent members to maintain veto
power but have offered to postpone using that power for seve‐
ral years. The African Union offers a plan with six new veto-
holding permanent members and expanding the non-perma‐
nent members by four. The African Union plan also states
that two of the new permanent members must be from Afri‐
ca. Another plan calls for five new permanent members: Ger‐
many, Japan, and one state from Asia, Africa, and Latin Ame‐
rica.

The L.69 Group, which consists of developing countries,
proposes six new permanent members and six new non-per‐
manent members with the newmembers balanced across the
different global regions. Other proposals include the Arab
Group’s call for a permanent Arab seat on the UNSC and a
conglomeration of small island states wishing for a non-per‐
manent seat to be held by one of their members.

As parts of the previously mentioned plans, or as a standalone
alteration, many have proposed removing the veto power of
the five permanent members. Many see the veto as the cause
of most of the Security Council’s ills as the UNSC is often
unable to act on important issues because of the veto power.
While many non-permanent members would like to do away
with the veto, they all agree that if the veto is maintained for
the current permanent members it must also be extended to
any new permanent members added in the future. Few seem
open to the idea of two layers of permanent members, those
with and without veto power.

Finally, there is a proposed hybrid plan designed to deal with
criticisms of past plans and, hopefully, break the logjam that
has prevented any reform. The hybrid plan would create
around six ‘semi-permanent’ seats. Currently non-permanent
members serve short two-year terms and are not eligible for
re-election. This limits the ability of the non-permanent
members to form working relationships and affect the Securi‐

The Charter of the United Nations designates the Secu‐
rity Council (UNSC) as the primary body for maintaining in‐
ternational peace and security. The Security Council was desi‐
gned to take the lead in determining when a threat exists and
the appropriate global response. When exploring the future
of security, one has to consider the future of the UNSC and
the role it will play. Movements to reform the Security Coun‐
cil have come at somewhat regular intervals and there has
been a concerted effort at reform for the past fifteen to twenty
years. In recent years, consensus has formed around the idea
that reform is necessary; however, agreement on the exact na‐
ture of that reform has proven more elusive. Although cur‐
rent reform plans claim they will increase the legitimacy and
effectiveness of the Security Council, the longer-term conse‐
quences for peace and security are left vague or unexplored.
While the exact impact of Security Council reform is difficult
to predict because of so many competing plans, most of the
proposals would at best lead to no significant gains in security
and most run the risk of undermining current levels of peace
and security.

The reasons given for reforming the Security Council revolve
around improving legitimacy and implementation of resolu‐
tions. Improved implementation comes from increased inter‐
national buy-in to Security Council plans. As more states
take part in discussing and creating resolutions, they will be
more apt to support the actions necessary to reach the Securi‐
ty Council’s goals. Broader and deeper participation should
lead to better outcomes. Legitimacy, in this context, comes
from increased international representation on the UNSC.

Currently, only fifteen states have a direct role in determining
Security Council policy. This limited number of actors re‐
stricts the views and opinions expressed during debate. This
can lead to a rather narrow view being accepted by the group;
a view that is not shared by the larger United Nations mem‐
bership. This is compounded by the fact that states that have
a direct stake in an issue may be excluded if they are not on
the UNSC when an issue arises. Thus, there is hope that Se‐
curity Council decisions will gain in legitimacy as the number
of states at the table increases. More voices bring more per‐
spective, which should generate better decisions. This reform
effort takes on greater importance since many states have risen
to hold important positions in the global system since the
creation of the United Nations. These states do not hold
sway inside the United Nations equal to their global impor‐
tance or the level of support they provide the organization.
Letting these states gain more influence over Security Council
decisions is seen as an important step in order to better reflect
global opinion.
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simultaneously decrease global security.

Expanding the number of non-permanent members is the
most likely plan to find acceptance and the least likely to
make any significant difference. Expanding the non-perma‐
nent members is not without precedent as there were origi‐
nally only six non-permanent members (this number expan‐
ded to ten in 1965). In some ways, the expansion of UN
membership warrants considering expanding the number of
non-permanent seats. On its own, however, this would chan‐
ge very little within the UNSC. The greatest benefit would
come from increased legitimacy as a result of increased repre‐
sentation. There would be more voices in discussions and di‐
versity in perspectives. This would do nothing to decrease the
complaint that the non-permanent members have very little
real impact on UNSC decisions. There would be more voices,
however, those voices would not naturally have more power
over decision-making.

In terms of direct outputs, it is hard to envision a scenario
where a Security Council decision would be altered by adding
more non-permanent members. First, the permanent mem‐
bers would maintain veto power, so any resolution that did
not gain the support of all five current permanent member
(P5) states would still fail, regardless of howmany non-per‐
manent members support it. Second, it is hard to envision a
situation in which all of the P5 members support a resolu‐
tion, but a majority forms among the expanded non-perma‐
nent members who vote the resolution down. If a situation is
so dire to bring the P5 together, it seems very unlikely that
they could not manage enough votes to pass a resolution.

Of more concern would be the potential fallout from such an
occurrence, as the P5 would be unlikely to forego taking ac‐
tion in a vital situation. If the P5 were to take action after
being rejected by the non-permanent members, the legitima‐
cy of the UNSC and the wider United Nations system would

ty Council’s agenda. The new semi-permanent seats would
serve four- or five-year terms and states would be eligible for
immediate reelection. These new members would serve as a
bridge between the permanent members and the non-perma‐
nent members serving two-year terms. They would gain expe‐
rience and issue expertise that would allow them to have grea‐
ter impact on issues in front of the Security Council. It would
also allow powerful nations frommultiple regions around the
world to have regular input regarding security affairs. Impor‐
tantly, these semi-permanent members would not gain veto
power.

While the plans vary greatly in structure and goal, a clear pat‐
tern has developed regarding the most likely candidates to
gain permanent standing on the UNSC. Leading this group
are the G4 states: Brazil, Germany, India, and Japan. The im‐
portance of these states in global politics has increased with
the expansion of their economic and military power. These
states would also diversify the permanent members with three
of the four being non-European powers and one, Brazil, pro‐
viding representation to a region currently with no perma‐
nent member.

India represents a very interesting case because it is expected
to surpass China in total population in the near future and it
is a nuclear power. If Africa gains a permanent seat, the most
likely candidates are Nigeria and South Africa; both rank
high in terms of total population and military power within
the continent. Egypt also receives some consideration for a
permanent seat, especially when prioritizing giving every re‐
gion at least one permanent member.

With the rationale for expansion and the various plans in pla‐
ce, it is now possible to explore the potential impact from any
reforms to the Security Council. The view is rather bleak,
with the proposed reforms either unlikely to generate any real
change or likely to decrease the legitimacy of the UNSC and

New York, U.S.A. The Permanent Mission of Germany to the United Nations. (Jim.henderson / Public Domain)
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situation, all five of the current permanent members support
a resolution. Now, if a newly appointed sixth permanent
member supports the resolution, it passes; the outcome is the
same with or without the new permanent member. However,
if the new permanent member exercises its veto, the resolu‐
tion now fails. Expanding the permanent members cannot
help a resolution pass that otherwise would have failed, but it
can cause a resolution to fail that would have otherwise pas‐
sed. In other words, more permanent members cannot de‐
crease the veto-induced paralysis often seen in the Security
Council, it can only increase it. In the end, the UNSC will
pass resolutions it would have passed anyway, or it will fail to
pass resolutions that otherwise would have passed. New veto-
holding members only make it harder for the Security Coun‐
cil to take action.

One of the major complaints against the current Security
Council is that it fails to take action in important situations –
Crimea, Syria, and Yemen to name a few recent examples.
The legitimacy of the UNSC is questioned because it appears
unable to manage global security matters. This version of legi‐
timacy is based on a lack of effectiveness, not the level of re‐
presentation within the Security Council. Gaining legitimacy
from greater diversity in permanent members runs the direct
risk of decreasing legitimacy from a decline in effectiveness.
Potentially increasing the odds that the UNSC will fail to
take action on a future security crisis is not the way to impro‐
ve global support for the group. This becomes even more pro‐
blematic as powerful states show an increasing willingness to
take action without the support of the Security Council or
seek legitimization for actions from regional inter-govern‐
mental organizations. The more the Security Council and the
UNmore broadly are bypassed on security matters, the more
the institution will suffer losses of legitimacy and standing.

Outside of the impact within the Security Council, the ex‐

be called into question. In the end, expanding the non-per‐
manent membership, even following the semi-permanent hy‐
brid plan, would be unlikely to fundamentally alter the ac‐
tions of the Security Council. There could be benefits from
increased buy-in, especially under the hybrid plan that would
most likely place powerful regional states on the UNSC, but
the total extent of these benefits is hard to gauge. Beyond the‐
se benefits, it is unlikely that the actions (or inactions) of the
Security Council would change fundamentally. Given this, it
is hard to see major gains in legitimacy as ultimate policy out‐
comes would remain unchanged. There would be more voi‐
ces at the table, but the results would be the same.

Adding new permanent members to the UNSC is a long
shot. There is general support for the idea, but that support
breaks down when it turns to deciding exactly who gets those
seats and what power they would have within the Security
Council. The addition of new members could have an imme‐
diate impact on resolutions within the Security Council but
not in the manner many expect. Further, the addition of per‐
manent members would have potentially dangerous impacts
outside of the UNSC.

Adding more permanent members can only decrease the pro‐
bability that the UNSC will reach agreement and take action.
This assumes that any new permanent members will have a
veto vote; it seems unlikely that anyone would agree to expan‐
ding the permanent members with only some having veto po‐
wer. Because of the unique nature of the veto, two theoretical
situations reveal why more veto members can only decrease
the odds of action.

In the first situation, at least one permanent member votes
against a resolution. At this point, the resolution fails; it does
not matter howmany permanent members vote for or against
the resolution, the outcome is the same: failure. In the second

Geneva, Switzerland. The United Nations Human Rights Council discusses human rights and accountability in Syria.
(The United States Mission to the United Nations / Public Domain)
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While India-Pakistan appears to offer the greatest chance of
military conflict derived from permanent member expansion,
it is not the only potentially negative effect expansion could
have on global politics. Elevating Brazil could reignite the Bra‐
zil-Argentina rivalry that festered until the mid-1980s. Japan
winning a permanent seat could affect relations with South
Korea, which could complicate the United States’ efforts to
build a coalition aimed at deterring Chinese expansion. None
of these potential outcomes bode well for global peace and se‐
curity as they could either add to already tense situations or
generate new rivalries with destabilizing consequences.

Taken together, the expansion of the permanent members on
the Security Council does not appear to provide much bene‐
fit while offering many potential downsides. Expansion will
not create a more equitable or representative group. The pre‐
sence of the veto ensures that more members can only increa‐
se gridlock within the UNSC. This is not a promising option
for a body already criticized for its inability to act in impor‐
tant situations. The potential for competition and conflict
between new permanent members and regional rivals cannot
be ignored. Expansion could lead to the types of conflict the
UNSC was created to help the world avoid.

The final option for reforming the Security Council is remo‐
ving the veto power of the current (and any future) perma‐
nent members. This option is the least likely to happen and is
arguably the most dangerous of all the proposals.

Stripping the permanent members of the veto would require
amending the Charter of the United Nations. Any changes to
the Charter must be “adopted by a vote of two-thirds of the
members of the General Assembly and ratified in accordance
with their respective constitutional processes by two thirds of
the Members of the United Nations, including all the perma‐

pansion of permanent members could have an impact on se‐
curity relations outside of the UNSC.Most of the states pro‐
minently mentioned as potential new permanent members
have attracted opposition from regional rivals. China and
South Korea oppose Japan, Mexico and Argentina oppose
Brazil, Italy opposes Germany, and Pakistan and Indonesia
oppose India. In fact, the various opposition groups have
come together to form the Uniting for Consensus coalition
that opposes any expansion in permanent members (but does
favor expansion on non-permanent members). Opposition
stems from the fact that states do not feel the proposed new
members will represent a region’s interests. Instead, they feel
permanent members act for themselves and promote their
own self-interest. Permanent membership status would clear‐
ly give an advantage to any new permanent members when it
comes to intra-regional competitions.

More concerning are the cases where there is a military rivalry,
or a potential one, already in place. India and Pakistan stand
out as possibly the most dangerous in this regard. Winning
permanent member status would increase India’s internatio‐
nal prestige and influence. It would be seen as a world leader
and the clear regional leader. It is hard to imagine Pakistan ta‐
king no action under this circumstance. As was the case when
India developed nuclear weapons, Pakistan would be forced
to take action to try to maintain parity with India. While ob‐
taining a nuclear capability offered Pakistan a clear path in the
past, it is unclear what action Pakistan would need to take in
order to feel like they had kept pace. It seems almost certain
that Pakistan would be less likely to back down in any future
militarized disputes with India for fear of appearing to fall
even further behind. It is unclear whether India achieving
permanent member status would lead to a more bellicose Pa‐
kistan, but it cannot be ruled out.

New York, U.S.A. The empty United Nations Security Council. (MusikAnimal / CC BY-SA)
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how the veto was removed, the major powers would disenga‐
ge or outright withdraw from the UN. Stripped of the lea‐
ding economic and military powers, the UN system would be
unsustainable, especially in the area of security.

Going forward, the status quo appears safe in the Security
Council. Expanding the number of non-permanent members
could very likely happen. This will certainly improve the out‐
ward appearance of representation of the UNSC, but it will
have only a minimal policy impact. Adding permanent mem‐
bers, once properly understood, has a far greater potential do‐
wnside than benefit and regional rivalries make any expansion
very unlikely. Finally, there is no chance of removing the veto
from permanent members. Complaints will continue regar‐
ding the narrow representation of the body as well as its ina‐
bility to play a constructive role in many of the world’s most
dire conflicts. While these complaints certainly have validity,
none of the current proposals offers a better path forward.
The system is far from perfect but is superior to the alternati‐
ves.
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nent members of the Security Council” (Chapter XVIII, Ar‐
ticle 108). The last phrase is key as it means that all five of the
current permanent members must agree to remove their veto
power; presently, they can veto any amendment that would
alter their veto power. While many of the current permanent
members have indicated some openness to altering the cur‐
rent Security Council, none has offered support for removing
the veto. So, while many countries call for ending the veto
and see it as a form of discrimination within the UN, there
appears to be zero chance of ending the practice any time
soon.

While the current veto system will continue to cause paralysis
inside the Security Council and rivalries among the perma‐
nent members will keep the UN from taking action in many
conflict situations, the presence of the veto will preserve the
UN as a viable international organization. When negotiating
the Charter of the United Nations the permanent members
demanded veto power as a precursor to forming the organiza‐
tion, especially in regard to the Security Council and its broad
mandate over security affairs. None of the leading world po‐
wers would subjugate themselves to the authority of a new
global body without some means to ensure their own inte‐
rests would not be harmed. This Realpolitik concern domina‐
ted much of the negotiations and remains alive today. In the
end, the choice was between a less efficient system that pro‐
tected the rights of the powerful and no system at all. Little
has changed on this front since the creation of the UN. Given
this background, it is hard to imagine the UN surviving wi‐
thout the permanent members retaining the veto. If some‐
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