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ABSTRACT 

The United Nations Security Council, as the primary body responsible for maintaining 

international peace and security, has faced challenges in recent years due to geopolitical 

divisions, structural defiencies, and the misuse of veto power by permanent members. Efforts 

to reform the Security Council have been hindered by procedural hurdles, divergent member 

state positions, and uncertainties over potential enhancements. Various reform proposals, 

including increasing non-permanent members and limiting veto powers, have been discussed 

but face resistance from key stakeholders. The demand for multilateral action, particularly in 

addressing global security governance and mass atrocities, remains high despite criticisms of 

the UNSC’s effectiveness. Therefore, alternative multilateral actions have emerged as 

complements to the UNSC’s functions.  The ongoing debate on Security Council underscores 

the complex dynamics shaping contemporary multilateralism and the challenges in achieving 

substantive structural changes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On 31 May 2024, after four failed attempts to pass a resolution regarding the situation 

in Gaza, the Security Council finally avoided the vetoes by the permanent members. The 

resolution calls for the immediate ceasefire with the release of hostages, a permanent end to 

hostilities and a “major multi-year reconstruction plan for Gaza.” The recurring failure of the 

Security Council to agree on a Resolution revealed the Council’s paralysis to work efficiently 

because of geopolitical divisions and deficiencies in its structure. 

The Security Council is the only UN body which holds the authority to issue resolutions 

that are binding on member states. Its powers include suspending economic and diplomatic 

relations between countries, imposing blockades, and authorising the use of armed force. It is 

charged with insuring international peace and security, but also recommending the admission 

of new members to the UN General Assembly and approving any changes to the UN Charter. 

The organ is composed of fifteen members, of which five are permanent because of their status 

as the winners of the Second World War. The members include China, France, Russia, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States. This status allows them to veto any substantive 

Security Council resolution. The other members are elected on a regional basis for a term of 

two years. 

Since its inception in 1945, the Council’s composition and functioning has been subject 

to debate and critique, reflecting the evolving geopolitical landscape and the challenges faced 

by the international community. Over the decades, calls for reforming the Security Council 

have intensified, driven by a recognition of its limitations and the need for greater 

representation and effectiveness in addressing contemporary global issues. Russia’s invasion 

of Ukraine and Israel’s genocide in Palestine reignited global demands to address the structural 

deficiencies of the Council. The Council’s structure has come under scrutiny for its perceived 



lack of inclusivity and responsiveness to the diverse voices of the UN’s member states: The 15 

members of the Council only represent a fraction of the 193 member states of the UN.  

To reform the Security Council, the procedure requires the agreement of at least two-

thirds of UN member states in a vote in the General Assembly. It would also need to be ratified 

by two-thirds of Member states and all of the permanent members of the UNSC must agree on 

the reform. According to Bjarke Zinck Winter, since 1993, scholars have developed a typology 

of the type of proposals to outline their positions and include all the nuances of their arguments 

regarding the legitimacy, effectiveness and efficiency of the UNSC.1  Two main types of 

reforms exist: the Structural reform refers to charter amendments, such as changing in the 

Council’s membership structure, while the working methods reform can be agreed within the 

UNSC without charter amendments.  

The debate on reform encompasses various dimensions, including proposals to expand 

the Council’s membership to better reflect current geopolitical realities and reconsider the use 

of the veto power. However, despite widespread acknowledgment of the need to reform, 

achieving consensus among UN member states has proven challenging.  

In this article, we will explore the complexities surrounding the reform of the Security 

Council by first diving in an overview of the history of the Security Council as a way to 

understand its current structure. We will then examine the key proposals, challenges, and 

implications for global governance. 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE HISTORY OF THE SECURITY COUNCIL 

In 1946, following the end of the Second World War, the League of Nations dissolved. 

It concluded 26 years of existence as the first global intergovernmental organization dedicated 
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to maintaining world peace. By 1941, American President Franklin D. Roosevelt and British 

Prime Minister Winston Churchill were already planning its replacement. According to Notre 

Dame International Security, they envisioned “a global alliance led by, as Roosevelt called 

them, ‘the Four Policemen’ – the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and 

China – the chief members of the Allied forces in the War “.2 This idea shaped the creation of 

one of the six organs of the United Nations: the Security Council. In 1944, the four countries 

met for the Dumbarton Oaks Conference in Washington, D.C. to negotiate the United Nations’ 

structure. The issue quickly became the composition of the Security Council and the veto rights 

of the permanent members, with the Soviet delegation believing that each nation should have 

an absolute veto contrary to the British for instance. It is during the Yalta Conference, held in 

4-11 February 1945, that the structure of the Council was decided in accordance with the victors 

of the war: The four “Policemen”, with the addition of France, would get the veto power 

regarding any action by the Council, except the procedural resolutions. Russia was chosen as 

a permanent member in place of the Soviet Union because it was recognized as its legal 

successor state. However, its status and membership could be disputed, as other countries could 

have been more legitimate. For instance, Ukraine and Belarus were among the first countries 

that signed the UN Charter, becoming a founding member of the UN among 51 countries. They 

were the only Soviet Socialist Republics to do so. The Russian Federation took a seat at the 

UN, without going through the procedure under Article 4 of the UN Charter, on the basis of a 

letter from the President of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic Boris Yeltsin to 

the Secretary-General. As a result, the Russian Federation has never signed the UN Charter.3 

 
2 Notre Dame International Security Center, A History and Overview of the United Nations Security 
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In December 2022, Ukraine officially raised the question of the legitimacy of Russia’s 

membership in the UN, in a statement to the United Nations.  

Concerning France, its adhesion to the UNSC and the hold of the veto power is rooted 

in its historical and diplomatic influence as a major colonial power. Its colonies allowed the 

country to have an extensive global reach and a significant role in international affairs. 

However, at the time, the country did not emerge as a principal victor of the Second World War 

and was significantly weakened by it. Critics argue that its permanent seat was more a product 

of political considerations and the influence of its allies, rather than a reflection of its wartime 

contributions or post-war strength. This has led to debates about whether other countries, with 

more significant contemporary influence and power, should hold a permanent seat instead. 

During the initial years of the creation of the Security Council, it was largely paralysed 

and inefficient because of the Cold war between the United States and the Soviet Union, and 

their respective allies. The Security Council was almost only able to intervene in unrelated 

conflicts. One of the only exceptions was the resolution authorising a US-led coalition to repel 

the North Korean invasion of South Korea, which was passed in the absence of the USSR. 

Thus, it focused on smaller conflicts that did not have an immediate connection with the war, 

such as in Cyprus, where the UN deployed the UN Peacekeeping Force in 1964, one of its 

longest-running peacekeeping missions.  

After the Cold War, the Council was more efficient in ensuring international peace and 

security. The number of adopted Security Council resolutions more than doubled from 1988 to 

2000, while the peacekeeping budget increased more than tenfold, resulting in a significant rise 

in its power and prestige. However, the failures in Rwanda and Bosnia led to questions about 

the effectiveness of the Security Council as a deliberative body, and the UN as a keeper of 

peace in general. The criticism across the international community on the legitimacy of the 



Council rose in the following years. With the enlargement of the United Nations membership 

and the process of decolonisation, old structures and procedures were increasingly challenged: 

The imbalance between the number of seats in the Security Council and the general Assembly 

became evident, leading to the vote of a reform of the Security Council in 1963.4 The number 

of the non-permanent members went from 6 to 10 under Resolution 1991-XVIII because the 

members of the General Assembly had risen up from 50 members in 1945 to 115 in 1963. The 

number of member states now stands at 193 because of the birth of new countries during the 

decolonisation process, the split-up of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of Yugoslavia. It 

remains the only reform of the organ voted, even though there were an additional 77 countries 

at the General Assembly. The progress of reform was manifested by the establishment of the 

“Open-ended Working Group on the Question of Equitable Representation on and Increase in 

the Membership of the Security Council” (OEWG) in 1993, also called nowadays “the never-

ending working group”, largely due to its apparent ineffectiveness. From 2009 onwards, they 

have been framed as Intergovernmental Negotiations (IGN) being held at the margins of the 

annual UN General Assembly. This raises questions about why no other reform has ever been 

voted, especially as the period following the 1965-reform called for further reform. 

CHALLENGES AND PROPOSALS FOR REFORMING THE UN SECURITY 
COUNCIL: A CRITICAL EXAMINATION 

On November 16, 2023, the president of the 78th session of the General Assembly, 

Dennis Francis, spoke during the assembly’s annual discourse at the UN headquarters. He 

spoke on the urgency to reform the UN Security Council as he thinks that without fundamental 

reform, “the Council’s performance and legitimacy will inevitably continue to suffer.5  He 

called on member states to use the Summit of the Future to promote Security Council reform 
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through practical steps. The push for reforms is driven by diverse stakeholders and motivations. 

One of the most brought up issue is the question of equitable representation at the Security 

Council. Currently, the UN organ consists of 10 non-permanent members who can not be re-

elected immediately after holding a seat in the Security Council. They are elected by the UN 

General Assembly on 1st of January, with five replaced each year. To be approved, a candidate 

must receive at least two-thirds of all votes cast for that seat. The Latin America and the 

Carribean, Asia-Pacific, and Western European and Other groups are represented by two 

apiece, and the Eastern European Group by one. The African Group is represented by three 

members.6  

The UN Security Council is one of the most important organs of the United Nations, 

meaning it needs to have the necessary authority and legitimacy to take actions that encroach 

on state sovereignty. To have so, it should be representative of the current geopolitical situation. 

As stated by the Federal Foreign Office of Germany7, the composition of the Security Council 

now reflects the geopolitical situation of 1945, even with the 1965 reform. Since the beginning 

of its creation, 142 new countries joined the organisation. Therefore, there have been 

discussions about increasing the number of non-permanent members, particularly to address 

the underrepresentation of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean in the Council. In 

2005, a project called Uniting for Consensus8 was proposed to the General Assembly by Italy. 

One of its defended measures is the increase of the number of non-permanent members from 

10 to 20 to overcome the problem of geographic imbalance in the Security Council. In 2014, 

the Uniting for Consensus Group also proposed a new formula based on the creation of new 

 
6 Currently, elections for terms beginning in even numbered years select two African members, and one of 
each within Eastern Europe, Asia Pacific, and Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as the traditional 
“Arab seat”. The terms that begin in odd numbered years consist of two Western European and Other 
members, and one each from Asia Pacific, Africa, and Latin America and the Caribbean. 
7 Federal Foreign OIice of Germany, Reform of the United Nations Security Council, January 14, 2022 
8 The Permanent Mission of Italy to the UN – New York, Uniting for Consensus 



“long-term” seats, assigned to regional groups, and with the possibility of one immediate re-

election. For the group, it would provide the “basis for a solution that would satisfy the 

aspirations of Countries that wish to serve on the Council for longer periods, in the light of 

their growing international commitment”. The movement was developed in 1990s in 

opposition to the possible expansion of permanent seats in the UNSC, a proposed reform that 

is supported by many states. Germany for instance is a fervent defender of the idea of increasing 

the number of permanent seats, based on the Article 23 of the Charter of the UN states, which 

states that the members’ contributions to achieving the purposes of the UN play a crucial role. 

As the country makes considerable contributions to the UN, it is regarded as a candidate for 

new permanent seat. In 2005, Germany collaborated with India, Brazil, and Japan (the G4) to 

draft a resolution for Security Council reform. The proposal suggested adding six new 

permanent members to the UNSC, including two seats each for Asia and Africa, as well as one 

seat each for the Western European and Others Group and the Latin American and Caribbean 

Group. The proposal prompted negotiations in an informal plenary of the UN General 

Assembly, but ultimately resulted in no tangible outcomes due to strong opposition from the 

states opposed to the addition of new permanent seats. Indeed, even though the United 

Kingdom, France, Russia, and the United States would support a raise in the number of 

permanent seats, especially for the group of G4 nations, the Uniting for Consensus group 

refuses to agree to it. Especially as the right of veto is still cleaving regarding new permanent 

members, and it could lead to the overrepresentation of European countries. 

Another significant criticism of the Security Council is its inaction on issues of peace 

and security due to the veto power, which unduly prioritises the political interests of its 

permanent members. The Security Council is still criticised today for its lack of ability to take 



real actions against Kremlin when it invaded Ukraine in February 2022.9 Even though a lot of 

resolutions unrelated to the conflict passed without Russia using its veto power – because it did 

not want deeper diplomatic isolation for instance – Russia, and its ally China, still abstained on 

a growing number of resolutions. The question of veto can complicate the structure and 

working methods compartmentalisation as the veto is a structural issue, meaning it needs 

charter amendments. However, in principle, the Council could agree to codes of conduct 

concerning the veto by using the working methods reform.   

One of the reasons why many States are against this power held in the hands of only 

five countries is the fact that they sometimes use that privilege to shield states they have 

diplomatic ties with from condemnation or sanctions, which gives the idea that States can get 

away with violating the principles of the Security Council. Moreover, there has also been cases 

where permanent members used the right of veto to stall peacekeeping or peace enforcement 

operations, as well as using the veto as a threat. France and the United States did so during the 

1994 Rwandan Genocide, where they blocked the establishment of a robust intervention force 

and used their veto to weaken the definition of the crisis under international law.10 Thus, there 

has been debates on how to tackle the question of the veto right: Should the veto be left 

unabridged? Should it be extended to more countries? Could its use be limited? 

Many countries support the abolition of the right of veto, including African Union and 

the Arab League. The issue remains in achieving an amendment of the UN Charter, which 

discourages most States. Thus, they put forward less extreme proposals, such as limiting the 

use of the veto power, waiving the veto power in all proceedings arising under Chapter VI of 

the UN Charter or limiting its use to Security Council actions taken under Chapter VII of the 
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10 Wouters Jan, Ruys Tom, Security Council reform: a new veto for a new century ?, Royal Institute for 
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Charter. Another idea proposed by the “Group of Ten” - Austria, Australia, Belgium, Bulgaria, 

the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Ireland, Portugal and Slovenia – would be the exclusion 

of the veto right in matters that are considered of vital importance, like the admission or 

expulsion of Member States. A controversy remains regarding the adding of new members in 

the Security Council: Could they be in hold of the veto power? One of the reasons why States 

are so reluctant to accept new permanent members in the Security Council is the concern on 

giving them the right of veto: They think it would increase the risk of Security Council paralysis 

instead of making it more efficient.  

This stance pushed countries who want to a permanent membership to pledge its 

support to the proposal by the “Group of Ten” on restricting the use of veto power. Germany 

went even further by recommending that States should explain their use of the veto power to 

the General Assembly and new permanent should not be allowed to use the power during an 

interim period of 15 years.11  

The issues with the reform proposals put forth by member states stem from multiple 

factors. The first one is that they are unlikely to be met because it would require alignment of 

the Security Council’s permanent members, which is difficult to even consider. 12 Furthermore, 

as a way to determine whether the reforms proposed to overcome the problem of the Security 

Council’s efficiency and the degree to which it achieves democratic equity in the allocation of 

power, Matthew Gould and Matthew D. Rablen analyzed proposed reforms through a 

quantitative study. Indeed, the authors appraised eight proposed structural reforms to the UN 

Security Council that appear within eleven reform proposals. They found disappointing results: 

The most promising structural reform is based on requiring two permanent members to vote 

against a resolution for a vote to be effective. However, it faces several political constraints, 
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which means the authors failed to find any reform proposals that could break the reform 

impasse. Lastly, adding new permanent members or expanding the right of veto would not 

address the underlying issue of unequal privileges among countries. In fact, such changes might 

perpetuate existing imbalances rather than promote a more equitable system within the Security 

Council. Ensuring true equality among nations requires more comprehensive reforms that 

address the fundamental disparities in power and representation. 

ALTERNATIVE MULTILATERAL ACTION 

The Security Council was once seen as the way to ensure international peace and 

security, especially after post-Cold War when the Security Council demonstrated its renewed 

vigour by condemning the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and authorising a US-led coalition to push 

away the Iraqi occupation. However, it faced a number of crises, which led to actors turning to 

alternative multilateral actions to maintain world peace. It seems that this past decade there has 

been a rise in the use of regional and informal arrangements. The 2003 invasion of Iraq by a 

United States-led combined force of troops marked the weakening of multilateralism as the 

United States created an ad hoc coalition without the UNSC mandate. The US reiterated in 

2013 by intervening militarily in Syria when it failed to gain the Security Council’s approval. 

With the rise of global alliances fissure, regional agreements became more attractive as there 

is more flexibility in building connections with states in the same region: Regionalism often 

emphasises localised solutions and cooperation among neighbouring countries, highlighting a 

shift towards more decentralised and context-specific strategies for addressing security 

challenges. 

For Stewart Patrick, “the relative importance of legal treaties and universal bodies such 

as the UN is declining”. Thus, “[t]he United States and other states rely more on regional 

organisations, “minilateral” cooperation among relevant states, codes of conduct, and 

partnerships with nongovernmental actors. And these trends are only going to continue. The 



future will see not the renovation or the construction of a glistening new international 

architecture but rather the continued spread of an unattractive but adaptable multilateral sprawl 

that delivers a partial measure of international cooperation through a welter of informal 

arrangements and piecemeal approaches.”13 

However, instead of talking about complete decline in multilateralism, we could say 

that its demand has varied. A study published in 2016 by Acharya and Plesch14  showed that 

while for other issues, the need for multilateralism has been weakened, the demand might be 

strengthening for other matters such as global security governance and mass atrocities. 

Additionally, although the UNSC faces criticism for taking on tasks beyond its capabilities, 

some scholars argue that the organisation is still essential. The UN provides a global platform 

for addressing issues that transcend national borders, such as terrorism, climate change, and 

pandemics. Furthermore, despite its critics, the UNSC retains a degree of legitimacy that 

enables it to undertake collective action in maintaining international peace and security – 

something regional bodies may struggle to accomplish independently to international 

organisation. Lastly, the UNSC plays a crucial role in facilitating cooperation among member 

states and ensuring that regional actions align with broader international norms and principles. 

CONCLUSION 

The ongoing challenges and criticisms surrounding the UNSC underscore its pivotal 

role and the urgent need for reform. The power imbalance, originating from the Council’s post-

World War II structure, continues to stymie efforts for equitable representation and impactful 

decision-making. Its effectiveness has been marred by instances of inaction and selective 

application of its power, often influenced by the strategic interests of its permanent members. 

 
13 PATRICK Stewart, The Unruled World. The Case for Good Enough Global Governance, Vol. 93, No.1, 
January/February 2014 
14 ACHARYA Amitav, PLESCH Dan, The United Nations: Managing and Reshaping a Changing World Order, 
June 2020 



Calls for reform across the international community emphasise the need to modernise the 

Council’s structure to better reflect today’s geopolitical realities. Proposals range from 

expanding both permanent and non-permanent membership to altering the veto power 

mechanism. Yet, achieving consensus among the Council's members remains a daunting 

challenge, given entrenched positions and divergent national interests. 

As alternatives to the Security Council gain traction—such as regional alliances and 

informal multilateral arrangements—it is evident that the demand for effective global 

governance persists. These alternative mechanisms, while providing flexibility and 

responsiveness in specific contexts, do not replace the need for a universally recognized and 

empowered body like the UNSC. 

In conclusion, while the Security Council continues to play a crucial role in maintaining 

international peace and security, its structure and operations require substantial reform to meet 

the challenges of the 21st century. The path forward necessitates bold and inclusive dialogue 

among member states to overcome longstanding barriers and ensure the Council's relevance 

and efficacy in a rapidly evolving global landscape. 
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