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Reform of the Security Council

The proposed system of comprehensive security will become operative to the
extent that the United Nations, its Security Council and other international institutions and mechanisms function effectively. A decisive increase is required
in the authority and role of the United Nations.
Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev, address to United Nations, September 1987

Introduction
Among the many components of the UN system none is more con
sequential than the Security Council, whose actions – or failures to act –
often seriously affect the welfare of much, if not all, of humankind.
Presently, the SC is the only UN organ whose decisions are legally binding. Yet its very legitimacy, dominated as it is by the five permanent, vetowielding members who happened to be on the winning side in the Second
World War, is increasingly called into question. It is hardly surprising,
then, that this anachronistic and insufficiently representative body has
been the object of more recommendations for reform than any other UN
entity.1
SC reform has, in fact, has been under continuous review within the
UN General Assembly ever since the GA’s establishment in 1993 of the
Open-Ended Working Group on the Question of Equitable Representation on and Increase in the Membership of the Security Council. Literally
scores of reform recommendations have been put forward since that date
Transforming the United Nations system: Designs for a workable world, Schwartzberg,
United Nations University Press, 2013, ISBN 978-92-808-1230-5
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from countries, independent scholars and think-tanks in all quarters of
our planet.2 Especially important were the two formulations put forward
in 2004 by the prestigious High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and
Change appointed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan the previous year.
Although these formulations were warmly endorsed by Annan, they, like
all previous and subsequent formulae, were deemed to have serious flaws
from the perspective of significant blocs of nations and failed to be
adopted.3
The launching platform for this chapter’s discussion of SC reform is
an analysis of the decreasing representativeness and legitimacy of the
present system with the passage of time. The special and anachronistic
privileges of the P-5 powers receive particular scrutiny. I then suggest
desiderata for SC membership that would be widely regarded as logical,
politically realistic, representative, flexible and fair. With these in mind, I
propose replacing the current system with a council composed of representatives of 12 regions, including all UN member nations, in which each
regional representative casts an objective mathematically determined
weighted vote. Additionally, I explain how SC delegates would be more
democratically elected than at present, why the proposed method would
conduce to greater meritocracy and legitimacy, how the business of the
SC might efficiently be conducted and why the new system would promote greater regional cooperation outside the United Nations. I also discuss a variant of the proposed new system in which UN member nations
could, if they chose, be represented simultaneously in two of the 12 regions established.
The penultimate section of the chapter takes up the seemingly intrac
table question of the veto. It suggests ways by which its use can be circumscribed and even phased out altogether. The conclusion briefly
recapitulates the merits of the proposal.

Declining representativeness of the present system4
Originally, the UN Charter established a Security Council of 11 members,
five of which – China, France, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and
the United States – were designated as “permanent”. Another six elected
members served staggered, non-renewable two-year terms, three being
elected every year, with “due regard being paid in the first instance to the
contribution of Members to the maintenance of international peace and
security and to the other purposes of the Organization, and also to equitable geographical distribution”.5 Thus more than a fifth of the original
51 UN members were represented on the SC when it first convened. In
1946 the population of the 11 initial SC members collectively comprised
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63 per cent of the total population of all the then member nations (nearly
56 per cent being accounted for by the five permanent members), while
the combined population of the six non-permanent members comprised
only a sixth of the total population of the 46 states from which that group
was selected.
As new nations were accepted into the organization, the representativeness of the SC’s membership declined substantially (even if one ignores the dramatic decrease occasioned by the fact that mainland China
was not truly represented during the period 1949–1971 when Taiwan held
the permanent seat reserved for “the Republic of China”). This expansion
led, inevitably, to a demand to expand the SC’s membership. Although
the GA voted in 1963 to increase the membership to 15, it was not until
1965 that the requisite ratifications of the enabling Charter amendment
were obtained. When the expanded SC, newly containing a total of 10
non-permanent members, convened in January 1966 the proportion of SC
members to total members rose from 9.9 to 13.5 per cent; but with further UN expansion that proportion immediately began again to decline,
sinking by the year 2011 to only 7.9 per cent. It is thus hardly surprising
there is now almost universal agreement that the time has come to enlarge the SC yet again, by anywhere from two to 15 new members.
Figures 4.1.and 4.2 respectively provide a geographic and historical
perspective on the representativeness of the SC. Figure 4.1 shows, for all
countries of the world, the number of terms served on the SC from 1946,
when that body first met, to the year 2010, and distinguishes between
terms served before and after SC expansion in 1966.6 It also indicates, as
of 2011, the number of years of each country’s SC service as a proportion
of the number of years of eligibility, which is dependent on its date of
admission to the United Nations (as indicated in Appendix 1).7 For nonpermanent members, the range in years served varies from zero for 72
states, and one for Liberia (one of three nations serving one half-term in
1946), to as many as 20 for Brazil and Japan. But as Brazil is a Charter
member of the United Nations, while Japan joined only in 1956, Japan
has had a higher frequency of membership, 36 per cent, compared to 30
per cent for Brazil. The only other countries serving for more than 20
per cent of the total years of eligibility were Germany (29 per cent),8
Argentina (24 per cent) and Italy (21 per cent). Another seven served
more than 15 per cent.
Figure 4.1 reveals many puzzling anomalies. For example, the small
island nation of Mauritius, with a population of only 1.2 million, has
served four years, only two fewer than Indonesia, which with 233 million
people (in 2010) ranks as the world’s fourth most populous state. Similarly Panama, with a population less than a thirtieth that of Mexico, has
served ten years compared to Mexico’s seven.9 But one must consider the
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varying fervour with which individual countries lobby for SC seats. Whereas
many nations vie keenly with others in their region to be elected, Mexico
appears to have concluded, at times, that the SC selection process is excessively dominated by the permanent members, especially the United
States, and that the prize of membership was simply not worth the effort
of courting GA votes.10 In any event, the politicization of the selection
process and the insufficient role played therein by merit cannot be seriously questioned.
The 72 nations that have never served at all on the SC are, for the most
part, rather small. But the list does include Myanmar, Afghanistan and
Saudi Arabia. Israel is another conspicuous omission.11 South Africa and
Viet Nam (with a population of roughly 90 million) were admitted for
the first time only in 2007 and 2008 respectively. In all the named cases,
the nations in question are (or were) widely viewed as pariah states, a
fact that virtually precluded their selection. Other states also suffered,
presumably, from negative perceptions or determined opposition from
one or more of the P-5 powers. This likely explains why Iran, for example,
never served after its initial term in 1955–1956. Also noteworthy is the
number of very small states that have held SC seats, including Bahrain,
Cape Verde, Djibouti, Gabon, the Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Guyana, Malta
(the least populous), Mauritius, Qatar and Trinidad & Tobago, all with
between 0.4 million and 1.8 million inhabitants (as of 2011).
The regional differences revealed by Figure 4.1 indicate that attention to
“equitable geographical distribution” – whatever that might mean – has
often been given precedence over representation based on “contribution[s]
. . . to the maintenance of international peace and security”, the aforementioned primary principle set forth in the UN Charter. Until 1966 the
six non-permanent seats were generally allocated as follows: two seats for
Latin America, and one seat each to Western Europe, Eastern Europe,
Southwest Asia/North Africa and the diverse group of nations comprising the older members of the [British] Commonwealth.12 This arbitrary
formula not only left a growing number of countries, including such important states as Japan and Indonesia, without a clear regional affiliation,
but also failed utterly to allow for adjustments in representation in response to the membership explosion within Africa south of the Sahara
and, to a lesser degree, within Asia as well. Although the formula was not
always strictly followed, Latin America and Eastern Europe, many would
argue, received substantially more than their due (largely for reasons relating to the Cold War), while Africa and Asia received significantly less.
For example, Indonesia, though admitted to the United Nations as early
as 1950, did not serve on the SC until 1973–1974.
Since 1966 a new, but still arbitrary, regional allocation scheme has
been in effect. Five of the ten non-permanent seats are now allocated to
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Figure 4.1 Frequency of representation in Security Council, 1946–2011
Note: Russia, Serbia and the Czech Republic are here considered as the successors of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia respectively; the Federal Republic of Germany is considered as the successor to both West and East Germany.
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Figure 4.2 Percentage of world’s population in United Nations and in nations
with seats in Security Council, 1946–2011
Note: Populations shown are mid-year estimates.

Africa and Asia combined, two to Latin America and the Caribbean, two
to “Western Europe and Other” and one to Eastern Europe. Although
this does represent some gain for the Afro-Asian bloc, examination of
population and economic data, as well as the number of member countries from those two continents, leads one to question whether the reform
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has been sufficient. The 104 member nations from Africa and Asia (excluding China) have a combined population (as of 2010) of approximately
3.85 billion out of a total of 4.95 billion (roughly 78 per cent) for the 187
UN members other than the P-5; yet they are allotted only half of the ten
non-permanent seats and only one permanent seat, that of China, out of
a total of five. Latin America and Eastern Europe remain relatively advantaged regions. So too does the amorphous “Western Europe and
Other” bloc, especially when one considers the ties of most of its members to the permanently seated France, United Kingdom and United
States.
The populations of the permanent and non-permanent SC members
relative to those of all UN members combined and of the world as a
whole are depicted, year by year, in Figure 4.2.13 (National data are presented in Appendix 1). Analysis of this presentation leads to interesting
conclusions. Most striking, perhaps, is that the share of the P-5 in the total
population of both UN members and the world as a whole has declined
more or less steadily (if one ignores the period when the government on
Taiwan held the Chinese seat), from an initial high of 39 per cent of the
world total, and 63 per cent of the UN total, to the present share of
roughly 28 per cent for both the United Nations and the world as a
whole. The explanation lies not only in the expansion of the UN’s membership, but also in the differential demographic trends in various parts
of the world, with slow – sometimes negative – growth rates in most economically developed countries and relatively rapid growth in those less
affluent. Yet there has been no commensurate diminution in the P-5’s
institutional power.
The relative shares of the population held by China and the four other
P-5 powers are also of interest. The overwhelming demographic predominance of China is striking for most of the period since the UN’s founding.
However, the period 1950–1971, when the rump government on Taiwan
held the permanent Chinese seat, represented a strange and contentious
departure from this pattern. Less dramatic, but also important, is the decline in the population represented when Russia assumed the former permanent seat of the Soviet Union.
The share of the ever-changing composition of the cohort of non-
permanent members in the population represented on the SC and also in
the world as a whole has fluctuated greatly and in a seemingly random
manner. In 1965, for example, the then six non-permanent members – the
Netherlands, Malaysia, Bolivia, Côte d’Ivoire, Uruguay and Jordan, in
that order of population size – collectively accounted for a mere 1 per
cent of the world’s total population, less than that of any one of the P-5.
Only two years later, in the expanded SC, the cohort of 10 non-permanent
members were, again in descending order of population, India, Japan,
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Brazil, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Canada, Argentina, Bulgaria, Denmark and
Mali. These nations accounted for almost a fourth of humanity. That share
was not reached again until 2011, when the non-permanent group consisted (in order of demographic rank) of India, Brazil, Nigeria, Germany,
South Africa, Colombia, Portugal, Lebanon, Bosnia & Herzegovina and
Gabon. Not surprisingly, all seven of the non-permanent peak periods
shown in Figure 4.2 are accounted for by the six-and-a-half terms (13
years) when India served as an SC member, since India alone has more
than a sixth of the world’s population. Those same years were the only
ones in which the population of the SC was more than half that of the
United Nations as whole, and in nine of those years more than half of
humankind.
Oddly, the increase in non-permanent members from 6 to 10 had little
effect on their share of the number of people living in UN member
nations. The average for the cohort of 6 in the period 1946–1965 was
approximately 8.5 per cent, while that for the cohort of 10 over the period
since 1966 rose to only 9.5 per cent. However, since the proportion of the
UN members’ population living in countries other than the P-5 steadily
increased, the average share of the non-permanent SC members relative
to the group of nations from which they were elected actually declined
substantially in the post-1965 period.
Finally, one may ask to what degree non-permanent SC members
ostensibly representing a particular region of the world actually bother to
determine the wishes of other countries in that region before voting on
substantive issues, rather than being guided by what they perceive to be
in their own national interest. Would Mauritius, for example, seek the
opinion of the government of Guinea-Bissau? Would Pakistan consult
Bhutan? Not likely. What, then, in such cases is the real meaning of the
euphemism “representation”?

Additional shortcomings of the present system and of
leading reform proposals14
Compounding the anachronistic permanency accorded to the P-5 members of the SC is the fact that they alone possess the power of the veto,
thereby effectively immunizing them from any meaningful form of UN
censure for acts detrimental to others in the global community or offences within their own borders. This special status of the P-5 flies in the
face of contemporary power realities and should be terminated. Germany
and Japan have surpassed France, the United Kingdom and Russia in
economic power, and countries such as India and Brazil are expected
to do so shortly. Since nothing that humans create can be said to be
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 ermanent, the very word “permanent” should be expunged from the UN
p
Charter. Additionally, the double standard inherent in the P-5 veto privilege diminishes the UN’s moral legitimacy and is increasingly questioned
by virtually all non-P-5 nations.
Apart from the inequity between the P-5 and other nations, there is
inequity within the P-5 itself. A major source of dissatisfaction is the degree to which the present system has privileged first the mainly capitalistic “West” and then the developed global “North”. Currently four of the
P-5 members are developed nations while only one, China, is still –
despite its phenomenal recent growth – a developing power.
The Charter’s inflexibility in respect to the P-5 raises important questions relating to possible changes in the political map of the world. When
the Soviet Union imploded, the Russian Federation claimed to have inherited its legal mantle and, with it, its SC seat.15 But what if the ethnically diverse Russian state should itself implode? At what point would a
rump P-5 state become too inconsequential to merit permanent SC status?
This question applies also to the United Kingdom. Suppose Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland were to secede; would one then – following
the USSR/Russia precedent – assign an SC seat to England, the UK’s
largest remnant?
Alternatively, what if both the United Kingdom and France become
parts of a future European federation? How would they or the federation then be represented in the SC? Would other potential federations –
in Africa, Latin America, Southeast Asia, the Middle East or elsewhere
– become legitimate claimants to an SC seat if Europe’s claim were
recognized?
The process of selecting non-permanent SC members leaves much to
be desired. While subject to a formal vote in the GA, there is typically
only one candidate from a given “region” or exactly as many candidates
as there are seats to be filled, the candidate nations having been chosen
through diplomatic manoeuvring in the corridors of the United Nations
or other convenient venues. For candidates from Africa, gentlemen’s
agreements provide for loose rotation among willing nations, with little
regard for their respective qualifications. And in no regional caucus is
there any explicit quantitative basis for choosing among aspiring nominees. To their credit, the Latin American and “Western European and
Other” caucuses do, not infrequently, put up more candidates than there
are seats to be filled. But even if none of them is viewed favourably by
nations from other regions, there is no politically acceptable way to preclude their election.
The unrealistic power distribution within the SC is a perennial shortcoming of the present system. I have already discussed the special privileges of the P-5; but, paradoxically, small powers may also exert power
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out of proportion to their weight in the world beyond the United Nations.
In 1984, for example, when SC membership simultaneously included both
Malta, with a then population of a quarter of a million (the lowest of any
nation in the SC’s history), and India, with its then population of more
than 725 million, both nations cast the same unitary vote. Further, in nonveto situations the votes of each non-permanent SC member equalled
those of any of the P-5.16
Despite abundant evidence of the shortcomings of the existing SC system, leading attempts to improve it focus mainly on two questions: which
nations are sufficiently important to merit a permanent seat or rotating
“semi-permanent” seat (an oxymoron); and whether new permanent
members shall enjoy the power of the veto. They ignore the facts that
even with as many as 10 new seat holders, almost four-fifths of the world’s
nations and a substantial share of the world’s population would remain
unrepresented. They fail to consider that for every new permanent member there would be one or more disgruntled “wannabes” or nay-sayers:
Pakistan in regard to India, China in respect to Japan, Italy in respect to
Germany, Argentina and Mexico regarding Brazil, and South Africa and
Egypt in respect to Nigeria (should the latter be anointed). They offer no
critique of the ill-considered regional division of the world for purposes
of choosing representatives. Finally, no proposal has the temerity to call
for an end to the unjust entrenched privilege that the veto conveys.

Universal weighted regional representation17
I have noted the incongruity – one might even say absurdity – of a Security Council in which the vote of a very small state such as Malta had the
same capability in shaping decisions as India, its fellow non-permanent
seat holder in 1984. I have also noted the small size and limited diplomatic capacity of many UN members, 72 (38 per cent) of which had by
2010 yet to serve a single year on the SC. With these considerations in
mind, I devised a series of scenarios providing a more rational system of
representation. While I regard all of them as superior to the present
system, space constraints require that I present here only the two that
strike me as the most promising.18
Both call for a universally representative SC with 12 regional seats,
each carrying a mathematically determined weighted vote.19 Up to four
of the regions could be composed of but a single powerful nation, provided that the region meets accepted objective criteria for recognition.
The remainder would be assemblages of more or less similar, but not
necessarily contiguous, states. Each multinational region would nominate
slates of two to five candidates – through processes described below –
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and from each such slate SC representatives would be elected by the GA.
Additionally, each region would devise its own set of decision-making
rules by which its representatives would be guided. Two similar proposals
are presented, the first allowing nations to be members of only one region, and the second allowing nations to enjoy simultaneous membership
in two.

Guiding considerations
The proposed system is predicated on the following considerations.
• Given the incapacity of many small nations to function effectively
within the contemporary world and frequent SC failure to take note of
the views of many nations in its decision-making processes, a system of
representation by major world regions would offer many advantages
not otherwise attainable.
• The regions established for representational purposes would be alterable as need arises.
• Regions should have a population, territorial extent and/or degree of
economic importance such that the legitimacy of their representation
in the SC will not be seriously questioned.
• The ensemble of regions must be such as to maximize internal regional
homogeneity with regard to multiple factors: culture, religion, language,
economic interests and shared historical experience. This will facilitate
the region’s speaking with a single majority voice.
• To the extent practicable, the make-up of any given region should
avoid co-membership therein of long-standing antagonists.
• Each multinational region shall establish its own rules of procedure for
determining regional policies and guiding its representatives in the SC.
Ideally, these rules would include a system of internal weighted voting
for the region’s member nations.
• Ideally, no single nation within a multinational region should have a
greater voting weight than that of all the other member nations combined. (Possible exceptions are discussed below.)
• Individual nations should have the right to request that their membership be transferred to another region if that better suits their interest,
though without any guarantee that such a request will be honoured.

Initial regional framework and weighting
With the above considerations in mind, the entire world would be divided
for purposes of SC representation into 12 regions. Those depicted in Figure 4.3 represent my best judgement as to what would prove optimal.
This map reflects, to a remarkable degree, regional organizations – e.g.
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the European Union (EU), the Arab League, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), etc. – that already exist. Nevertheless, it is
merely suggestive; the actual determination would be entrusted to a committee of the UN General Assembly. From time to time, should need
arise, the GA would be empowered to recommend alterations in the regional boundaries without resort to amending the UN Charter.20
Up to four regions might consist of a single nation, provided that it
met some predetermined eligibility criterion or criteria. I would suggest
that eligibility be contingent on the nation’s having the sum of its percentages of the world’s population and of contributions to the UN budget
exceed a threshold of 12 per cent. Should more than four nations exceed
this threshold, only the top four would qualify. Given the present scale of
assessments, the qualifying nations would be the United States, China,
India and Japan, in that order. But if, as recommended, assessments were
in strict proportion to GNI, Japan would no longer qualify.
Although the GA would establish the initial framework for multi
national regions, individual nations would subsequently be allowed to request transfer from one region to another subject to the approval of the
region within which membership is sought. Additionally, under the second of my two proposals, they would be allowed to request simultaneous
representation in two regions (subject to provisions noted below).
Each regional seat holder would cast a weighted SC vote (W) based on
the average of three terms, as indicated in the following equation:
W=

P + C + 8.33%
3

wherein P represents the region’s population as a percentage of the total
population of all UN member nations, C represents the region’s total
paid contributions to the UN budget as a percentage of the total budget
over a specific period (say of five years) and 8.33 per cent is a constant
signifying that the global perspective of each of the 12 regions is equally
worthy of respect.21
The validity of the population and contributions terms of the equation
is intuitively obvious and has been discussed in relation to recommended
reform of the GA. The arguments need not be repeated here. But it is
worth recalling that, from a pragmatic perspective, the world’s wealthier
countries would have little incentive to accept the proposed new system
if there were to be no counterweight to the population term, which privileges populous but relatively poor nations such as China (despite its recent economic surge) and India. An additional pragmatic consideration is
that linking voting strength to actually paid contributions, rather than to
assessments, ensures that nations would pay what they owe, in that failure
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to do so would automatically impose on them a future penalty in the form
of reduced voting weight. This would eliminate economic blackmail via
the withholding of assessed dues that certain countries (most notably the
United States) have occasionally resorted to for political purposes.
The constant, 8.33 per cent (one-twelfth), calls for comment. It signifies
the presumed equal worth of each region’s global perspective. This presumption would, in effect, serve as a pragmatic legal fiction. Although the
proposition of equal worth can be neither proved nor disproved, it is akin
to the widely accepted legal fiction positing the sovereign equality of nations. An important effect of using the constant is that it narrows the gulf
between the weights of the most and least powerful regions and would,
presumably, enhance the political acceptability of the system.
Required majorities in respect to procedural matters would require total
weighted votes exceeding 50 per cent, while decisions on substantive matters would require a two-thirds majority (66.7 per cent) and concurrent
approval by regions whose combined populations exceeded 50 per cent
of the world’s total.
Table 4.1 provides relevant data for each of the 12 regions depicted in
Figure 4.3, including number of member countries, which does not enter
into the weighting equation but is nevertheless of interest. The weighted
regional votes indicated in the last column appear to reflect reasonably
the real-world disparities in power and capability from one region to another. The range is from 15.86 per cent for Europe to 4.49 per cent for
the Westminster League, a ratio of roughly 3.5:1. Without the constant,

Table 4.1 Regions to be represented in proposed UN Security Council
No. of UN
members

Population
(%)

Total GNI
(%)

Weighted
vote (%)

Africa South of the Sahara
Arab League
China
East Asia
Europe
India
Latin America and
Caribbean
Russia and Neighbours
Southeast Asia
United States
West Asia
Westminster League

43
21
   1
   6
41
   1
33

11.68
   5.21
19.79
   3.43
   7.97
17.25
   8.46

   1.47
   2.81
   8.61
   9.95
31.27
   2.33
   6.92

   7.16
   5.45
12.24
   7.24
15.86
   9.30
   7.90

   6
12
   1
12
15

   3.07
   8.97
   4.56
   8.62
   1.02

   2.62
   2.53
24.71
   2.51
   4.27

   4.67
   6.61
12.53
   6.49
   4.54

Total

192

100.00

100.00

100.00

Region
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8.33 per cent, in the equation, the range would have been from 19.62 to
2.58 per cent, yielding a ratio of 7.6:1, which would probably prove politically unacceptable to some of the weaker regions.

A fairer, more workable allocation of power
An important consequence of applying the proposed weighted voting
formula is that it would establish an SC with a reasonable balance between
five regions predominantly within the developed North (i.e. Europe, the
United States, East Asia, Russia and the Westminster League), with a
combined weight of 45.3 per cent, and seven remaining regions mainly of
the global South (roughly the G-77 plus China), with a combined weight
of 54.7 per cent. Since binding votes on substantive matters would require a two-thirds majority, the practical effect of this is that on issues on
which there is a North-South division of opinion it would be necessary to
engage in genuine dialogue between the two cohorts to forge workable
compromises. The resultant compromise would have greater legitimacy in
the eyes of the global community than many decisions rammed through
the present SC at the insistence of one or more of the predominantly
Northern P-5.
In Chapter 2 I noted the propensity of great powers to resort to bribery
and coercion to influence the votes of weak nations in both the GA and
the SC. This problem would be obviated with a system of regional voting,
in that it would be virtually impossible to bribe or coerce a multinational
region. By reducing the present enormous power disparities among actors on the UN stage, the proposed system would enhance the ability of
the weak to resist inappropriate pressure from the strong, to be guided
by the merits of individual cases and to contribute to the crafting of legitimate resolutions.
I comment briefly below on the three single-nation regions and then
on the nine multinational regions in descending order of their voting
strength. In discussing the latter group, I consider each region’s inclusiveness and coherence, and suggest why certain of its constituent nations
might support and others oppose the proposed system.22
The three single-nation regions
Were the proposed system in place (as of 2010), those countries and their
voting weights would be United States (12.52 per cent), China (12.24 per
cent) and India (9.30 per cent). Barring the creation of a single federal
entity in Europe, changes in this set of qualifying countries are unlikely
for the foreseeable future in that Japan, the fourth-ranking power, has for
some time been on a declining demographic and economic trajectory relative to the world as a whole.
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In the present SC the United States and China now each cast but one
vote out of 15 (6.67 per cent of the total), the same as any other SC member, however weak that member might otherwise be. Thus their greatly
enhanced voting strength under the proposed system might prove a sufficiently attractive trade-off to induce them to give up the veto. For India,
the relative gain would be even greater.
Europe (15.86 per cent)
In the present proposal Europe includes all the current EU members, as
well as a number of Eastern European countries presently slated to join
or likely to become eligible in the near future, four microstates that are
in the United Nations but not full EU members, and Israel. It excludes
several former republics of the Soviet Union that are grouped with Russia,
as well as Turkey. The region is already highly integrated in many respects, and its procedures for consultation and policy formulation might
serve as models for other regions.
Europe, excluding Russia, usually holds four or five seats on the SC as
presently constituted, including the permanent seats of the United Kingdom
and France. Arguably, then, Europe has been since the UN’s inception
the most overrepresented of all continents. Thus its voting strength as a
proportion of the SC total would be reduced considerably under the
proposed system. (But that would also be true in virtually all other SC
reform proposals put forward in recent years.) Also, as frequently happens, when the European members of the SC vote on different sides of a
particular issue, thereby cancelling each other out, the net result is that
Europe’s power in the SC may come to little or nothing. (This was the
case in voting on the failed SC resolution to take military action against
Iraq in 2003.) If, on the other hand, Europe were to speak with a united
voice, its power would exceed that of any other region. No other part of
the world could so effectively serve as a counterweight to the United
States, should the need arise.
Latin America and the Caribbean (7.90 per cent)
This region includes all the countries of the Americas to the south of the
United States. All of its members belong to the Organization of American States, with the exception of Cuba (whose membership is presently
suspended); all have had a long colonial past (mainly ending in the nineteenth century); and a great majority of the region’s population speak
one of the Romance languages and adhere to Roman Catholicism.
The region typically holds two SC seats, and several of its more frequently included member nations would probably initially oppose the
relative reduction in power under the proposed system. Brazil might be
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particularly reluctant to see its hopes for a permanent SC seat thwarted.
Nevertheless, as with Europe, the potential for Latin America’s speaking
to the traditional great powers with a united voice would likely enhance
the region’s ability to play a significant role in world affairs.
East Asia (7.24 per cent)
This region would be one of several in which a single member nation, in
this case Japan, would have a greater population and economic power
than all the others (the Republic of Korea and Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), Mongolia, Nepal and Bhutan) combined. It
would also be troubled by long-standing grievances between the two
Koreas, as well as between both those nations and Japan. The DPRK,
however, would be “an odd-man-out” in any regional group that one can
envisage (assuming that China has a seat to itself). And the Republic of
Korea and Japan, despite past animosity, carry out extensive two-way
trade and, by and large, now live as good neighbours. As for landlocked
Mongolia, Nepal and Bhutan – each wedged in geographically between
two great powers – regional placement is inevitably problematic. But the
fact that each must live within the shadow of China, plus one additional
relative political giant, gives them a certain commonality of concern.
Finally, all six states of the region have histories in which various forms
of Buddhism have been and remain a powerful cultural force. For the region to cohere and function efficiently, it will have to be especially attentive to diplomatic protocol and intra-regional compromise. While the
DPRK will probably maintain its policies of political intransigence, Japan,
which would presumably be the regional seat holder more often than not,
would probably find it advisable not to play too heavy-handed a role in
the affairs of the region.
Africa South of the Sahara (7.16 per cent)
Comprising the 43 nations of Africa that are not members of the Arab
League, this region would have the largest number of member states of
any of the proposed regions. It would also have the smallest gross regional income. Its members all belong to the African Union, a presently
weak body, but one that seeks to emulate the integrative experience of
the European Union. The region’s worldview has been strongly shaped
by shared historical experience, first with colonialism and then neocolonialism, and their attendant racism and rampant economic exploitation.
Given Africa’s leading share of the UN membership, some proponents
of an enlarged SC have suggested that Africa as a whole be awarded onefourth or more of the seats, including two permanent seats. It would thus
not be easy to persuade African nations (especially Nigeria and South
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Africa, both aspirants to permanent seats) to settle for a much smaller
share of SC voting power. However, questions of prestige aside, if Africa’s
nations reflect on their present negligible effectiveness in framing SC decisions to date and their susceptibility to pressures applied by external
powers, they might conclude that they would be able to exert greater influence speaking with a common voice than through the voices of a few
mainly weak states, each guided by its own political agenda.
Southeast Asia (6.61 per cent)
This relatively populous region is, arguably, the most culturally and politically diverse of the 12 proposed. Within it are mingled peoples practising
Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, Christianity,
Hinduism and numerous tribal religions as well as states with remarkably
diverse political and economic traditions derived from European, American and Asian colonial powers. Its constituent nations include several
present or recent autocracies, among which are the military oligarchy of
Burma/Myanmar (recently relaxing its draconian rule) and the nominally
communistic regime of Viet Nam; a number of fledgling democracies,
several of which have been especially susceptible to coups d’état (e.g. the
Philippines); and a paternalistic welfare state (Singapore) that is like no
other in the world. The region, however, is far less diverse than Asia as a
whole, which the United Nations now uncritically considers a region
(sometimes along with and sometimes without Africa) for purposes of
representation in the SC and other UN organs. In both area and population, the region is made up mainly by the 10 members of the remarkably
successful ASEAN, plus outlying Sri Lanka and the recently independent
Timor-Leste.
The region has been perennially underrepresented in the SC, usually
having either one or no representatives in a given year. (Indonesia’s minimal representation has been especially problematic.) Thus Southeast
Asia would likely see itself as an immediate gainer under the proposed
new system and, given its strong growth trajectory, might anticipate even
greater gains in future decades.
West Asia (6.49 per cent)
Grouped within West Asia are 12 predominantly Muslim, but non-Arab,
nations of Asia from Turkey eastward as far as Bangladesh. Other members include Pakistan and Iran, six former republics of the Soviet Union
and the Republic of Maldives. Despite the region’s common faith, its
level of political integration is minimal and the modern political antecedents of its constituent nations vary greatly. While all the suggested members
are among the 57 states forming the Organization of Islamic Cooperation
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(formerly the Organization of the Islamic Conference), there is no organization akin to the Arab League or ASEAN that covers an area corresponding to the whole or a greater part of the region.
Save for Pakistan, the region has thus far been poorly represented in
the SC, in many years lacking even a single member. Thus its constituent
nations would presumably look favourably on the proposed system.
Arab League (5.45 per cent)
This strategically situated region is coterminous with the present League
of Arab States and is marked by a relatively high degree of linguistic, religious and cultural homogeneity. It also shares a legacy of having been
subjected to Ottoman and/or Western imperialism. It has from time to
time acted in concert on political issues (especially concerning Israel),
and for the foreseeable future will have great strategic importance because it accounts for a major share of the world’s production and reserves
of petroleum and natural gas.
One Arab state normally occupies an SC seat. While the region’s relative power might be seen as being slightly diminished under the proposed
system, the loss should not be enough to elicit strenuous objection to
change.
Russia and Neighbours (4.67 per cent)
This region comprises the present Russian Federation and five neighbouring republics that are, or were, participants in the Commonwealth of Independent States and are culturally – though not in all cases geographically
– European, namely Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. A
special problem in this grouping is that the political, economic and military power of Russia within it is much greater than that of all the other
members combined.
Despite the dissolution of the USSR, the subsequent kleptocratic turn
of the Russian economy and the nation’s remarkable demographic decline, Russia retains a permanent SC seat and remains an important
player on the global stage. It seems likely, therefore, that it would not be
receptive to major changes in the SC’s composition, though other states
within the region might well be. But Russia’s attitude might change in the
future as its economic recovery continues, thanks to its vast resource endowment in regard to petroleum, natural gas and other strategic minerals,
and, most important, its well-educated population.
Westminster League (4.54 per cent)
The term “Westminster League” was coined by the author to relate to
Canada, Australia, New Zealand and 12 small island nations of the West-
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ern Pacific. All but a few of these are parliamentary democracies within
the Commonwealth of Nations, established by the 1931 Statute of Westminster, and all but Canada are members of the Pacific Islands Forum.
The region’s three principal nations have similar histories of mainly European settlement, primarily English-speaking populations, advanced
free-market economies and active and constructive engagement with the
United Nations. They also cooperate closely in many global endeavours.
While the small West Pacific island nations are culturally quite distinct,
they too are mainly Westminster-style democracies, use English as a lingua franca and are under the political tutelage of Australia, New Zealand
or the United States. Though sparsely populated and accounting for only
1 per cent of the world’s population (with Canada having not quite half
that total), the region collectively accounts for 4.27 per cent of the world’s
GNI (more than each of six other regions). Moreover, it coves a seventh
of the world’s land area and therefore bears substantial responsibility in
preserving global biodiversity and a healthy global ecosystem.
Collectively, the region’s members have served a total of 27 years on
the Security Council. There is ample reason to suppose that it would see
itself as benefiting substantially from the proposed new system of SC
representation.
Concluding observations
Despite divergent aspirations and perspectives, most nations should view
favourably the SC reforms proposed here, while others, especially those
aspiring to gain permanent or semi-permanent seats (with the notable exception of India), will not. Although certain regions that might appear to
be losing relative strength in the SC (e.g. Africa or Latin America) would
likely initially oppose the proposed change, dispassionate reflection on
the inadequacies of the present system should eventually lead most of
their constituent nations to a different view. The vast majority of nations
would realize that in most years they are not represented at all, since seat
holders predictably act almost exclusively in the interests of their respective home nations rather than in the interests of the regions from which
they were selected. Further, nations would realize that, at any given time,
some of the 10 non-permanent members that now ostensibly represent
them are strongly constrained by considerations of political expediency
and reluctant to give offence to great powers on whose good will they
largely depend. Thus the collective effectiveness of the non-permanent
members tends to be substantially less than it might ideally be. However,
under the proposed system of universal representation, every nation
would have some voice in the formulation of regional policy and in deciding how to vote on specific issues.
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Finally, should restructuring the SC form part of a larger package of
UN reforms, it would likely be accompanied by measures to strengthen
the UN’s overall competence so that its ability to be of use to nations of
the global South would be greatly enhanced. Surrendering a bit of power
in a relatively ineffectual body in anticipation of deriving substantial
benefits from a revitalized organization should strike most world leaders
as an eminently sensible trade-off.

Means of selection, terms and functioning of representatives and
alternates
The process of selecting SC delegates and alternates under a system of
universal regional representation would be somewhat different for singlenation regions and those with multiple members. Each nation in the
former set would simply nominate its representative by whatever method
its government prescribed (as is the current practice). Multinational regions would, by methods of their own devising, be allowed to nominate
between two and five candidates, but with no two from the same country.
Additionally, neither males nor females could constitute less than a third or
more than two-thirds of the slate of nominees. From these slates, ranked
choice votes of the General Assembly would make the final selections. If
no candidate had an absolute majority of the weighted votes cast, the
candidate with the lowest total would be eliminated and his/her secondplace votes would be reassigned to the remaining candidates. The process
would continue until one candidate obtained an absolute majority. The
candidate with the second-highest total at that point would be designated
as the region’s alternate representative and serve in the representative’s
stead when needed.
Rather than choosing all representatives for concurrent three-year
terms, they would serve overlapping three-year terms, with four regional
members being chosen each year. Nominations from multinational regions would be made in May or June, to allow time for campaigning up
to the actual election in September. (Lobbying for support occurs even
now as nations seek the few seats that are actually contested.23) Terms
would commence on the first working day of January in the year following election.
Once elected, representatives would be expected to act in the SC on
behalf of the entire group of nations they represent. This presumes regular consultation – whether face to face or, more routinely, by electronic
means – among the foreign ministries and UN delegates of all the region’s members so as to work out common approaches in regard to issues
coming before the SC, as well as frequent and full reporting by representatives to all the constituent nations. Egregious failure to meet these
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expectations would probably lead to defections from the region and/or
rejection of the representative by the region during the next triennial
caucus period. Alternatively, the representative might be recalled even
earlier by some previously agreed procedure and replaced by his/her
alternate.
Not long ago the policy formulation procedure just described would
have been logistically unworkable; but electronic communication technology can greatly mitigate remaining difficulties, even in regions with as
many national members as Africa South of the Sahara or as spatially dispersed as the hypothesized Westminster League. Nevertheless, while
much deliberation of SC issues would be handled via the internet, it
would serve a region’s general interests to institute periodic face-to-face
summit meetings to formulate general regional policies.
Some regions, especially those with large national disparities in GNI,
might adopt a formula for national weights similar to the one by which
regional weights were determined in respect to the SC, namely:
W=

P+G+M
3

where W signifies the nation’s weighted vote, P the nation’s population,
G the nation’s GNI and M the nation’s unit membership, all expressed as
percentages of the regional total.
But there are important differences between the situation within regions
and that within the world as a whole. First, per capita income disparities
within regions are generally much less than those between regions. Second, although nations pay annual assessments to the United Nations,
there would be no comparable assessments levied against nations within
multinational regions. Thus a preferable regional formula might exclude
an economic term in the weighting equation. A more democratic and reasonable intra-regional formula might be:
W=

P+M
.
2

wherein W, P and M have the same meaning as in the previous formula
and the G term is omitted. This might be prescribed by the GA as a default formula in the event that another cannot be agreed upon within a
stipulated period after the new system goes into effect.
An important consideration favouring the default formula is that its
adoption would prevent the domination of decision-making in certain regions by their most powerful nations. For example, within the Westminster League Canada has not quite half the population and a significantly
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greater GNI than all the other members combined. Similar findings
would obtain if the default formula were to be applied to Japan and the
five other members of the East Asia region. Within Russia and Neighbours the predominance of Russia’s population and GNI – 68.0 and 86.6
per cent of the regional totals respectively – would be even greater. If the
proposed default formula were applied, the national weighted votes of
the region’s members would be Russia 42.4 per cent, Ukraine 19.4 per
cent, Belarus 10.6 per cent, Georgia 9.4 per cent, Moldova 9.3 per cent
and Armenia 9.1 per cent.24
Devising formulae for intra-regional weighted voting in multinational
regions and establishing procedural rules to guide SC representatives and
alternates would be left to the regions themselves. While these exercises
would undoubtedly be marked by tough political bargaining, relatively
large powers would have to consider that failure to agree upon an equitable formula would likely result in defections from the region and losses
in its voting weight.
The rules guiding the votes of multiregional seat holders might call for
simple intra-regional majorities on procedural matters, two-thirds majorities on most substantive matters and three-fourths majorities in regard to
resolutions calling for armed intervention in a given area. If such rules
and the default voting formula were in place, they would permit Russia,
with 42.4 per cent of the regional total, to have veto power within its own
six-nation region, yet not so much power as to be able to make unilateral
decisions.
Consultation among members of multinational regions would presumably not be limited to issues likely to come before the SC; they would
also probably extend to matters falling under the purview of the GA and
other organs of the UN system, including its affiliated agencies. In general,
formation of a united political front would enhance a region’s bargaining
capability. Members would probably also use such meetings to discuss
matters for which the United Nations bears relatively little responsibility
(e.g. multinational river basin development, educational exchanges, rules
governing migration, tariff policies, etc.). The system of regional representation would, then, lead to fruitful consultation and cooperation on a
variety of important matters and promote healthy regional integration.
In discussing the make-up of the suggested multinational regions it was
noted that some contained politically anomalous states (e.g. the DPRK),
which would often be out of tune with most, or all, other members of
their respective regions and see themselves as permanent minorities. But
that is what they already are. In any event, they would receive a better
hearing in the councils of their region, among neighbours with which they
are most likely to interact, than they would as odd-men-out in the United
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Nations as a whole. If they choose not to take advantage of that opportunity, the onus for their lack of influence would fall entirely on them.
Additionally, we must note that transnational consultation and cooperation would not be limited to the regions established for purposes of SC
representation. There is no reason, for example, why the nations of NAFTA
(the North American Free Trade Area) or SAARC (the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation) should not continue to carry out all
their present functions even though their member states lie in two or
more regions established for SC representation. Nor should there be any
bar to prevent the members of any region from inviting participation
from extra-regional states in deliberating questions of mutual concern,
even if the invited parties are not given a vote in determining the region’s position when it comes down to SC decision-making.
Further, the system would conduce to meritocracy. Rather than nominating some political hack or crony of a nation’s leader as a possible regional representative, each member of a multinational caucus would seek
to promote the candidacy of an individual of commanding stature and
relatively high international visibility, in hopes that its caucus would include that individual in its slate of SC candidates and, once nominated,
he/she would then be chosen in the GA balloting.
Finally, the proposed system would heighten a sense of democratic participation in the UN system as a whole. It would give GA representatives
a meaningful role in selecting individuals entrusted with the well-being of
the planet. It would promote cultures of accountability, not only to one’s
own region but also to the world as a whole.

Representation with overlapping regional membership
To this point, the discussion has presumed that each of the world’s nations would have membership in only one of the 12 proposed regions.
But numerous nations have significant ties to more than one of the regions outlined in Figure 4.3. Turkey, for example, aspires to be an EU
member, but presumably would also wish to strengthen its voice in the
affairs of the West Asian region. Similarly the United Kingdom, while
among the most important members of the European Union, might also
wish to associate itself with the Westminster League. Additionally, many
small, English-speaking parliamentary democracies – especially those in
the Caribbean region – might wish to accede in whole or part to the
Westminster League in the belief that their concerns would be taken
more seriously in that region and their political clout there would be
greater than if they were to remain wholly within the weightier region of
Latin America and the Caribbean. Or, to choose a final example, the 10
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Table 4.2 Likely areas of overlap between proposed Security Council regions and
changes in regional affiliation
From

To

Likely applicants

Africa

Mauritius, Seychelles

Arab League

Westminster
League
Africa

Arab League

West Asia

East Asia

Southeast
Asia
Westminster
League
Westminster
League
Europe

Europe
Latin America
and Caribbean
Russia and
Neighbours
West Asia
West Asia
West Asia
West Asia

Europe
Russia and
Neighbours
Southeast
Asia and
Pacific
Westminster
League

Ten Arab League members in northern and
eastern Africa; non-Arab areas (e.g. South
Sudan) seceding from Arab League states
Iraq or part thereof in the event of partition
of the country
Nepal, Bhutan
United Kingdom, Ireland, Malta, Cyprus
Eleven small former British dependencies
in Caribbean region; Guyana, Surinam
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia,
Moldova, Ukraine
Turkey
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan; less likely
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan
Bangladesh
Maldives

African nations that account for more than half the strength of the Arab
League might wish to reinforce their current bond with the 43 other nations of Africa.
Table 4.2 indicates the areas of the world most likely to wish to belong
to two regions for purposes of representation in the SC, assuming that a
workable system for doing so were in place. Alternatively, some of the
countries named might wish to transfer completely from one region to
another. It seems unlikely, however, that every one of the 45 countries
noted in the table would actually take advantage of the opportunity to
alter their assigned status.
Although a system allowing national affiliations with only one region
would be simpler than one in which nations could simultaneously belong
to two regions, there is no reason in principle why the latter could not be
established. The key to devising a just and workable system would be to
establish rules whereby a country choosing membership in two regions
would have its weight in decision-making divided between the two so

(CS4) UNU (6.125×9.25”) TimesTen   J-2785 Schwartzberg (U1230)   pp. 88–93
PMU: WSL 26/06/2013

2785_04_Ch04

(p. 88) (CS4)
3 July 2013 11:09 PM
PMU:

Reform of the Security Council  89

that its overall contribution to SC decision-making would be the same as
if it were in only one region.
The weighted votes of regions would obviously be affected if they were
to include one or more nations with dual regional membership. To illustrate how the adjustments might be made, consider the hypothetical case
of Turkey. Were Turkey to opt for membership in both West Asia, the
area to which it was originally assigned, and Europe, which it aspires to
join, its population and UN budgetary contributions – 1.074 and 0.903
per cent respectively of the UN totals – would be divided evenly between
the two regions in calculating the weighted votes of each, thereby diminishing the weight of the former and adding to that of the latter. In the
case of the United Kingdom, originally assigned to the European region,
suppose that it also wished to enjoy membership in the Westminster
League, within which it might play a leading role. In that case, the population and GNI terms of the weighting equation, 0.915 and 4.374 per cent
respectively, would be divided equally between the two regions in computing their regional weights. Corresponding adjustments would be made
for all other transfers.
There is no way of knowing a priori which set of countries would opt
for dual regional membership or transfer from one region to another. But
if those options were liberally utilized, I would anticipate significant increases in the weighted votes of Africa and the Westminster League; a
modest increase for Southeast Asia; modest losses for Latin America and
the Caribbean, Russia and Neighbours, Europe and West Asia; and a significant decrease for the Arab League.
A final stipulation in respect to any nation with overlapping regional
memberships would be that it could be elected to the Security Council as
a representative from either of the two regions to which it belonged, but
not simultaneously from both.

Eliminating the veto
As previously emphasized, the anachronistic, morally indefensible veto
power in the SC should be terminated, whatever the changes might be in
respect to representation. Although an overwhelming majority of UN
member nations would presumably support such a reform, its implementation would most likely be forestalled for a time by one or more P-5
powers. Surrender of the veto would require a substantial quid pro quo.
In Chapter 2 a workable trade-off was suggested, establishing a veto-free
SC in exchange for enhanced voting weights for the P-5 in a reformed
and more empowered GA. But there should also be another powerful
inducement, namely the certainty that a fairer voting system in both the
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GA and the SC would enhance the legitimacy of UN decisions and contribute substantially to promoting a more lawful, just and orderly world.
If, in a reformed United Nations, all or a great majority of nations were
to be meaningfully represented, fewer individuals would conclude that
resort to terrorism or revolution was the only effective means of bringing
about political change; and those who did, nevertheless, actually engage
in violence would find few supporters.
But suppose that a bargain cannot be struck to do away with the veto
by a single bold act. It might still be eliminated in stages, over a transitional period of, say, up to 15 years. This process could be effected, in
part, by gradually increasing the number of P-5 nations whose dissenting
votes would suffice to block resolutions that an otherwise qualifying SC
majority favoured. Thus one might require two negative P-5 votes for a
veto in the first five years of the reform period, three in the following
five-year period and so forth.
Additionally, there might be a phased narrowing in the range of subjects to which the veto might apply. The first step in this process would be
to prohibit a veto by any of the P-5 in a case in which that member was
itself a principal party. Subsequently, one might proscribe vetoes condemning egregious violations of human rights conventions, especially regarding genocide and ethnic cleansing.25 Then one might preclude vetoes
of resolutions calling for the use of inspection teams or monitors in situations deemed to present a threat to the peace. Vetoes of resolutions calling for economic sanctions against offending states might be permitted
for a somewhat longer period. The last category of resolution on which
the veto may be allowed might be resolutions calling for armed intervention in an area of actual or impending military conflict. Finally, any P-5
nation choosing to exercise its veto power over a specific issue should be
required to submit to the GA a detailed legal explanation of its reasons
for doing so.26

Summary and conclusions
That the Security Council is unfairly constituted is almost universally acknowledged. Although scores of reform proposals have been put forward,
most fail to address adequately the principal defects of the present system:
the anachronistic special privileges of the P-5 (permanent membership
and the power of the veto), and the SC’s insufficient representativeness.
The proposed SC with 12 regional seats, each with a weighted vote,
squarely addresses these shortcomings. It employs a simple mathematical
formula that would greatly reduce politically arbitrary factors in the selection of SC representatives. The proposal would allow a small, objec-
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tively determined number of powerful nations (presently the United
States, China and India) to hold SC seats in their own right. The remaining seats would be allocated to multinational regions. The proposal would
have two variants, one in which member nations could belong to only
one region, and another in which simultaneous membership in two regions would be permissible. In either model, transfer of nations from one
region to another would be allowed.
Additional reforms would include phasing out the veto and establishing new rules for decision-making utilizing not only the elected SC representatives but also the foreign ministries of all of member nations.
Reform will not be easy; but if the United Nations is to rise to the
challenges it will confront in the century ahead, it will have to muster the
will to correct its most glaring deficiencies.
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