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Canada was last elected to the Security Council in 1998. It is hoping to be 
elected again later this year. But in the past 12 years the Security Council 
has changed dramatically and this new environment is certain to affect 
Canada’s ability to make an impact, if it is elected 

The Security Council Today

Today there are about 36 country specific situations which tend to come up 
in the Security Council agenda. Moreover, the Council also regularly has on 
its agenda as many as 18 thematic issues.

The Council agenda is also driven by the fact that it has under its wing a 
significant number of subsidiary bodies. These include:

 a Charter mandated Committee – "the Military Staff 
Committee" – which is now moribund. At the 2005 World 
Summit Heads of Government agreed on reinvigorating it. So 
far the Council has ignored that idea.

 2 Criminal Tribunals - for the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda.
 3 Standing Committees - the Committee on Rules of 

Procedure; the Committee on Admission of New Members; 
and the Committee on meetings away from Headquarters. 
(These committees meet only very rarely.)

 11 Sanctions Committees: on Somalia (resolution 751), on 
Sierra Leone (resolution 1132), on Al Qaeda and the Taliban 
(resolution 1267), on senior officials of the former Iraqi 
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regime (resolution 1518), on Liberia (resolution 1521), on DRC 
(resolution 1533), on Cote d'Ivoire (resolution 1572), on 
Sudan (resolution 1591, on Lebanon and suspects involved 
with the killing of Rafiq Hariri and others (resolution 1636), on 
North Korea (resolution 1718) and on Iran (resolution 1737).

 4 Working Groups: - on Peacekeeping Operations; on Conflict 
Prevention and Resolution in Africa; on Children and Armed 
Conflict; on Documentation and Other Procedural Questions. 
There are also two unofficial working groups on the 
international criminal tribunals and protection of civilians.

 4 Counter-terrorism bodies: - the Counter-Terrorism 
Committee: the 1540 Committee on weapons of mass 
destruction; the 1267 Committee on Al Qaeda and the 
Taliban; and a Working Group on possible new measures.

 3 Commissions: - The United Nations Compensation 
Commission (UNCC); the United Nations International 
Independent Investigation Commission (IIIC); and the 
Peacebuilding Commission (PBC).

 16 Peacekeeping Missions UNTSO (Israel, Palestine, Lebanon 
and Syria), UNMOGIP (Kashmir) , UNFICYP (Cyprus), UNDOF 
(Golan Heights), UNIFIL (Lebanon), MINURSO (Western 
Sahara), UNMIK (Kosovo), MONUC (DRC), UNMIL (Liberia), 
UNMIN (Nepal) UNOCI (Cote d'Ivoire), MINUSTAH (Haiti), 
UNMIS (Sudan) UNMIT (Timor-Leste), UNAMID (Darfur), 
MINURCAT (Chad/CAR). 

In recent years much of the energy of the Council has gone into managing 
these peacekeeping operations which now involve almost 120,000 
deployed personnel. This represents the second largest global military 
deployment. The UN is second only after the US pentagon and far exceeds 
the national deployments of all other countries put together. And the UN 
now does this quite effectively and efficiently at a cost way below what 
most member states could achieve

In addition the Council also plays a significant role in the oversight and 
tasking of a number of UN political or peacebuilding missions, including 
notably UNAMI in Iraq, UNAMA in Afghanistan, BINUB in Burundi, UNOGBIS
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in Guinea-Bissau, UNIPSIL in Sierra Leone, and BINUCA in Central African 
Republic.

The pressure of work in the Council as a result of this agenda is unremitting 
and the workload has been intense since the early 1990s. It is fair to say 
that members of the Security Council as a whole, including permanent 
Members as well as elected members, find it difficult to balance the range 
of routine scheduled issues, the demands of servicing the subsidiary bodies 
and the unexpected demands of newly emerging problems and issues. It is 
significant that in recent times the permanent members have found it 
necessary to significantly enhance the strength of their delegations. By 
contrast, elected members have generally not matched these increases –
and in some periods there has actually been a marked reduction of 
diplomatic staff allocated to the council by elected members. 

2. Tools for the Security Council to manage its agenda
The Charter and the evolving practice of the Council provide a 
comprehensive set of tools which, in theory, should enable the Council to 
produce good outcomes regarding the issues it takes up. 

These tools include:
1. Very wide powers in Chapter V of the Charter – including notably the 

power to bind all member states of the United Nations to comply 
with its decisions

2. Extensive powers –  in Chapter VI  -  for investigation, for the 
development of non binding solutions involving negotiation, 
mediation, arbitration, judicial settlement and for involvement of 
regional organisations

3. The ability under Chapter VII to require parties to apply provisional 
measures on an interim basis

4. Capacity under Chapter VII for imposing binding measures to give 
effect to Council decisions (including but not limited to all forms of 
sanctions)

5. Power under Chapter VII to authorise either member states or the 
United Nations collectively to threaten or use force to give effect to 
its decisions

6. Options including establishing Committees, Commissions, Missions, 
Peacekeeping Operations, Transitional Administrations, International 
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Tribunals, Executive Directorates, Panels and Expert Advisory Bodies. 
(In practice such subsidiary bodies have included not only entities 
comprised of states but also individuals or staff recruited by the 
Secretariat - including diplomatic, legal, judicial, police, 
administrative and military staff with functions ranging from arms 
inspectors, to election monitors, to adjudicators of compensation, to 
prosecutorial investigators to executive policing and law 
enforcement.)

7. Capacity to mobilise through assessed UN contributions huge 
financial resources and logistics for interventions to address specific 
conflict situations. Peacekeeping Operations under the Council’s 
responsibility now deploy almost 120,000 personnel. Expenditure is 
now over $8.2 billion and the Security Council is the driver of 80% of 
the budget of the United Nations. Moreover, the scope of 
peacekeeping now includes complex Multidimensional Missions 
whose civilian and humanitarian responsibilities are at least as 
important as the military components.  

8. Utilising regional arrangements or agencies under Chapter VII for non 
coercive measures or  military action under its authority

3. Council effectiveness in addressing its agenda
Despite the large demand for Council action and the substantial tool kit 
available to the Council, there is currently a malaise about the quality of the 
Council’s performance. 

There is criticism of the Council by the Group of 77 and the Non Aligned 
Movement. And even amongst the Europeans some past Ambassadors who 
have been on the Council as elected members have privately expressed 
disappointment and a sense that the Council has often become “irrelevant” 
in terms of influencing events on the ground or achieving real outcomes in 
respect international peace and security.

The criticisms include:
 The Council not including in its agenda opportunities for meaningful 

participation and serious input by parties to conflict and those with 
significant interests and thereby failing to get “buy in” for solutions. 
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 The Council misusing its agenda and taking the “oxygen” from the 
General Assembly by monopolising the focus on international 
security issues – contrary to the intentions of the Charter.

 The Council’s agenda “encroaching” on issues which properly belong 
to the General Assembly. (Issues cited include Climate Change, HIV-
Aids and numerous other thematic issues)

 The Council’s agenda dwelling overly on its coercive Chapter VII 
functions but virtually abdicating any effective utilisation of its 
Chapter VI tools

 Reluctance to recognize the “root causes” of conflict and for them to 
be properly addressed in the mandates which govern UN operations 
in the field

 The Council’s agenda in some cases becoming a sham with important 
issues (Iran is regularly cited in this regard) being negotiated by the 
P5 and others outside the Council and then the ten elected members 
being presented at the last minute with a non negotiable “fait 
accompli”. There is a related criticism that the Council agenda 
ignores the potential for a collective approach to negotiated conflict 
resolution outcomes between the 15 members and affected parties. 
Instead the Council is reduced to an “instrument” for the foreign 
policy of some P5 members. 

 The Council is “selective” in its agenda. Some key issues, like the 
Palestinian/Israeli question are mostly steered away from the 
Council.

 A general aversion to Council action covering aspects of issues 
dealing with international justice, rule of law or human rights

4. Options for improved impact by elected Council members
The need for wider engagement of the whole range of stakeholders and for 
more effective techniques to avert conflict seems to be a common theme in 
many of the critiques of the Security Council. A number of options exist 
which elected Council members could raise for addressing these perceived 
deficits.

(i) Better techniques for Council action to prevent conflict
The Council has been performing poorly when it comes to prevention of 
conflict and the whole set of tools that come under Chapter VI of the 
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Charter. A kind of sclerosis affects the Council agenda. Consideration of 
issues and the reporting/briefing cycle tend to be driven by the scheduled 
timings associated with the PKO mandate rather than the political needs of 
the situation. This leads to a real absence of opportunities for strategic 
discussion by Council members or for Secretariat briefings to the Council 
until it is too late.

One option might be for the Secretary-General to invoke his prerogative 
under Article 99 of the Charter – but that is an extremely rare these days. 
And in practice the way the Council working methods currently operate, 
means that if an issue is not on the predetermined DPKO reporting schedule 
it does not easily get on the monthly document called the Programme of 
Work and thereafter it is very difficult to get an issue discussed. Sometimes 
the only option is if one of the Council members takes an initiative under 
“Other Business”. But the mere fact that it is a member driven initiative 
tends to politicise the exercise.

One possible solution – which would improve the prospects for elected 
members like Canada to play a leading role – would be for the Council to go 
back to its practice in the 90s (when an Under Secretary-General was 
specifically appointed for the purpose) of having a daily briefing in Informal 
Consultations from the Secretariat on emerging or ongoing conflict 
situations. Having such a briefing opportunity opened the possibility for the 
Department of Political Affairs to have regular input to and access to the 
Council and the Council had scope to discuss issues in a strategic way that 
was not dependant on the DPKO driven reporting cycle. 

The Secretary General in his report on conflict prevention on 14 January 
2008 pointed out that when it comes to a culture of prevention there is a 
“considerable gap between rhetoric and reality”. This comment has all the 
more force when set alongside a recommendation from Kofi Annan in his 
2001 report on the Prevention of Armed Conflict where he challenged the 
Council to stop just talking about conflict prevention in the abstract as a 
thematic issue and instead to task a Council subsidiary body with 
responsibility to focus on conflict prevention in specific conflict situations. 
(The idea was that such a body would allow informal and discreet briefings 
from the Secretariat about potential upcoming problems and give Council 
members a chance to break out of the reactive cycle and become more 
proactive.) 
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The Council ignored this recommendation for almost a decade. But perhaps 
it is time for elected members to revisit it. Interestingly in a debate in the 
Council just last week on 12 February the US argued that it is critical to 
“breathe new life into faltering peace processes” and suggested the Council 
work through informal mechanisms.

(ii) Better Focus on Peacebuilding
Many of the issues that come to the Council need both peacebuilding as well 
as peacekeeping and the need is not sequential but it is overlapping. Success 
in peacekeeping and an exit strategy for costly military contingents 
necessarily requires a real effort to address the root causes of the conflict. 
However for many years the Council resisted recognising this reality. Only 
in 2009 did it begin to acknowledge this point. But the problem exists more 
widely than in the Security Council. Member states working bilaterally other 
international organisations (such as the UN Agencies and the IFIs) seem 
equally unable to effectively integrate their responses. They become mired 
in silo approaches and quickly reach impasses within each silo. 

A solution may be to shift from a silo approach to an integrated 
peacebuilding and peacekeeping approach under UN auspices. I referred 
above to Kofi Annan’s proposition that the three pillars of security – peace, 
development, human rights and good governance must all be interconnected. 

The Security Council initially responded to this by beginning to evolve 
wider mandates for peacekeeping missions. There are now several 
“multidimensional” peacekeeping missions with tasks including good 
governance, human rights, security sector reform and some humanitarian 
and economic aspects. Cases include Haiti Timor Leste and Liberia. 
A further evolution has been the establishment of “Integrated Peacebuilding 
Offices” such as in Sierra Leone, Burundi, Guinea Bissau and CAR. 
However all these offices follow the sequential model i.e. that peacebuilding 
only comes after peacekeeping.

Much concern remains that a truly integrated multidimensional effort 
dealing with root causes is not being seen, especially in places like DRC and 
Liberia where it is most needed if an exit strategy for peacekeepers is to be 
put in place. Unlike the PBC, the Security Council gives only minimal time 
– if any – to the peacebuilding needs of its missions and it shies away from 
addressing the “root causes.” And as a result there are no good options for 
integrating funding and other resources. The problem is further compounded 
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by the fact that the Council makes no real effort to integrate the key 
stakeholders outside the Council (including the host country) in any detailed 
way. In effect the critical dimension of ongoing detailed effective oversight 
by member states and input by key stakeholders is missing. 

One rare and interesting case of much more highly integrated strategy was 
the document adopted at the recent 28 January London conference on 
Afghanistan. It is an example where the political, security, development and 
governance elements are all very well integrated – in effect bringing together 
peacemaking and peacebuilding in a way that has escaped the UN Security 
Council.

So it can be done. One option which might improve the effectiveness of the 
Councils outcomes in these kinds of issues could be to transform its current 
Working Group on Peacekeeping into a new Committee to Prevent the 
Reemergence of Conflict. The Committee’s agenda would include those 
situations on the Council agenda where there was a major peacekeeping 
mission in place, but exclude situations on the PBC agenda. It would be 
authorised to work very closely with host states and with relevant regional 
organisations and include them, along with donor countries and 
organisations, in its deliberations. The Committee would be authorised to 
utilise informal Arria style formats as necessary. It would meet with 
countries in question, regional neighbours and Agencies which are 
addressing root causes in the field. The Committee would receive very 
regular briefings in closed session. The Council should specifically request 
DPA, DPKO, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, and the High 
Commissioner for Refugees, OCHA, UNDP and the IFIs to brief the 
Committee as needed. 

Because of the issues associated with such a dialogue, not least the need in 
some cases to engage with non state parties to the former conflict, all parties 
are likely to value a discreet procedure. The tool box for the Committee 
could include visits to the region, demarches, reinforcement of SRSG and 
Secretariat “good offices”, interaction with regional or sub regional parties, 
coordination of bilateral demarches by member states with influence, closed 
or open meetings and creation of integrative effect by exercising oversight –
including on the contribution of the UN country team. Recommendations to 
the Council would be an option if it became necessary to escalate action and 
in any event the Committee should be the forum in which the regular draft 
resolutions of the Council were prepared.
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Such a development would go some way to restoring confidence in the 
Council willingness to put significant effort into its Chapter VI functions.

(iii) Better Involvement of States with interests in issues on the agenda

Another option which elected members of the Council are well placed to 
bring to the table (and which would help to improve the quality of outcomes 
on the Council agenda) may be to address the problem of participation in 
Council discussions by those with real interests.

This became a major issue in the 1990s. Often the Council took up issues 
and continued discussing them for long periods without giving member 
states with interests, let alone the parties, an opportunity to participate in any 
meaningful way. Complaints were usually met by the response that, if in due 
course the Council agreed on any action, the possibility of speaking at an 
open Council meeting when the measure was adopted, could be available.

Many member states found the option of appearing at a formal meeting of 
the Council, when in practice the decisions had already been established, did 
not satisfy their concerns. Many argued that, this procedure did not satisfy 
the provisions of article 31 of the Charter 

Concern about this issue of participation has tended to fuel some of the 
determination to secure reform of the Security Council. It also lies behind 
many of the challenges that have been heard about Council legitimacy. 
Many believe in the need for real due process—especially when issues of 
significant national interest are at stake or specific concerns relating to 
proposed sanctions have been identified. They assert the need for some 
reasonable and structured opportunities to participate in discussions at a 
sufficiently early stage for their perspective to be taken into account and to 
facilitate working towards negotiated outcomes.

Given the significance of many of the issues, a single “one off” meeting with 
parties and affected states is unlikely to be effective. In most cases, if real 
buy in is to be secured, an ongoing negotiating process is likely to be 
necessary. Accordingly, in any particular case a real commitment to 
effective participation is likely to involve a succession of interactive 
discussions. And the question then arises how in practice to achieve this.

A new approach to participation might be achieved by rethinking the roles of 
the current Council subsidiary bodies. Recent practice shows that wider 
participation can be more easily accommodated via informal discussions in 
subsidiary bodies than in the Council as such. Perhaps a new committee 
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could be created or some of the existing committees, (many of which are 
relatively dormant and under utilised), could be adapted. In this regard, it 
should be noted that many of the Sanctions Committees are suffering from 
the fact that some Council members do not like the narrow coercive 
sanctions approach and might cooperate better if the committees could also 
be given a more cooperative and positive political focus. 

Issues on the Council agenda could be matched to a Committee which would 
have a number of responsibilities including:

 meeting informally and providing an acceptable environment for 
ensuring a liberal approach to the application of Articles 31 and 32, 

 maximising opportunities for the use of the Council’s Chapter VI 
tools

 preparing recommendations for the Council.

 Conducting initial expert level consultations on draft resolutions

 Carrying out specific ad hoc tasks delegated by the Council, 
including with respect to sanctions regimes

It is interesting to note that in 2009 the Council was actually successful in 
evolving a new informal mechanism with some of these characteristics to 
deal with the humanitarian crisis in Sri Lanka. The mechanism was called an 
“Informal Interactive Dialogue” and was created precisely to facilitate the 
participation of Sri Lanka. There is therefore an important precedent which 
can be used in the future.

(iv) Better Involvement by troop-contributing countries (TCCs) and 
better practical management of peacekeeping operations

The huge growth of UN peacekeeping operations in the 1990s required the 
UN to expand both the numbers of troops and TCCs. The nature of 
operations being mounted had become both more risky and more sensitive 
politically than the traditional peacekeeping of previous decades. And the 
majority of military personnel being provided for UN peacekeeping were 
coming from countries not represented on the Council. These non-Council 
members started voicing their desire to be involved at least to some extent 
in the decision-making processes that directly affected their troops. They 
wanted a system for them to be engaged in the ongoing oversight and 
management of the force, especially when issues which might give rise to 
added risk for their personnel were to be discussed.
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Initially, there was significant resistance in the Council to accommodating 
the concerns of TCCs. It took determined effort over a number of years to 
obtain an agreement on a series of measures. Eventually, in 2001 the 
Council in resolution 1353, decided that formal closed Council meetings, 
under the Provisional Rules of Procedure, should be held with TCCs prior to 
the extension of a mandate for an operation. 

At first troop-contributing countries considered this to be a major 
breakthrough. However, quite quickly it became clear that the meetings 
were being structured in such a way that effective participation was very 
constrained. The text of the draft resolution was mostly set in concrete at 
the time of the meeting and all policy issues had been resolved. TCCs saw 
the process as little more than a ritual before formal adoption. In the past
12 months some improvements have been made in Council practice as a 
result of Japanese leadership. Meetings are being held at least a week 
before adoption. This has been welcomed by TCCs as a more respectful 
approach. However the opportunity that had been sought of participation 
at an early stage, in the form of an interactive relationship on policy issues 
affecting a peacekeeping operation, remains elusive. 

One option for improving the Council’s agenda in this regard might be to 
apply the “devolution/delegation” approach suggested above and allow the 
TCCs to meet informally with a subsidiary body. Two possibilities emerge. 
One is that this could be achieved by reenergising the Working Group on 
Peacekeeping Operations and allowing it to work with TCCs on specific 
situations. Another option is that this issue be addressed in a reform of the 
Military Staff Committee—which was requested in 2005 in the World 
Summit Outcome document (paragraph 178), or some combination of the 
two. 

Role of Civil Society
Another important development in the decade since Canada was last on 
the Council is the evolution of the role of the major international NGOs. 
These organisations are now widely recognised as serious stakeholders in 
most of the issues before the Council. This includes both those 
organisations which exercise moral leadership, like Amnesty International 
and Human Rights Watch, and also those with extremely large 
humanitarian assistance budgets which can make a real difference to 
human beings affected by conflict; organisations like Oxfam, CARE, World 
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Vision and Caritas. Council members brief these organisations regularly in a 
systematic way (sometimes even invite them to scheduled consultation 
events) and they are recognised as valuable stakeholders and partners. 

And due to the leadership of the NGOs and the active presence of the 
media and internet communication, the domestic public is much more 
engaged than has ever been the case in the past. Public expectations of 
Council members – and corresponding political accountability – are much 
higher than in the past.

Can Canada make a Difference on the Council?
Today’s Council is a very multidimensional body covering very diverse 
issues. Traditional opinion formers like the US and the UK still like to lead, 
but they also quietly acknowledge that they have no monopoly on answers 
or indeed even on understanding the full nature of the issues. The option 
for an elected Council member of simply being a team member who always 
follows the western position is no longer a credible possibility.

The Council is therefore now a place of real opportunities – but also real 
risks.

At times critics are dismissive of the role that can be played on the Council 
because of the veto. Indeed most discussions about the Security Council, 
and especially when the subject of the P5 comes up, usually turn to the 
veto. And without a doubt the veto is a problem. What was intended in 
1945 as a backstop of last resort to protect real national security 
requirements has now become a tool which is sometimes used for minor 
political or even financial matters. We have even seen this at work in 
situations where the issue on the table was protection of civilians against 
genocide. 

When people talk about the veto they rightly focus on these issues. 
However this tends to obscure the fact that there are actually six vetoes in 
the Security Council. There are the five unilateral vetoes held by the P5. But 
there is also the democratic veto. No resolution and no paragraph of a 
resolution can be adopted unless it has nine affirmative votes. There are 
ten elected members of the Council and, accordingly, a real option exists 
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for elected members to use the Provisional Rules of Procedure of the 
Council. The P5 members do not shrink from using their procedural rights, 
but rarely are elected members sufficiently well prepared and sufficiently 
confident about their positions to take advantage of their collective power. 
One classic example of the effectiveness of this democratic veto was 
demonstrated in the Council’s handling of the draft resolution proposed by 
the US and the UK in 2003 to authorise the invasion of Iraq. In the end it 
was not the veto that blocked the US and UK draft resolution. The 
important fact was that the draft resolution was unable to attract the 
necessary 9 votes, so the cosponsors withdrew it and it was never put to 
the vote.

The veto is a problem – but it is part of the real world. It cannot be wished 
away. The challenge – and it is an exciting one – is creating negotiating 
contexts in which issues can be turned around so that it is the P5 who are 
seeking elected members votes not the other way round. 

It seems to me that for a country like Canada, the challenge of serving on 
the Security Council is not so much whether it has an opportunity for a 
legitimate and useful role, but rather how it will use the options that 
Security Council membership presents.

The Council agenda is very heavy. Issues proceed with breakneck speed. 
Events, both those scheduled into the forward agenda and unexpected 
developments tend to collide. These circumstances can heighten the risks 
for those who are unprepared or for the unconfident. They often lead 
elected Council members, both large and small, to adopt cautious risk 
averse postures and inflexible internal control mechanisms. 

Elected members that choose this conservative option often find 
themselves at an impossible disadvantage. They tend to find – usually too 
late – that micromanagement from the capital does not work and that a 
risk averse posture really limits their ability to effectively participate in 
ongoing debate and their capacity for leading on an issue. Such countries 
find all too often that their people in the capital are still debating what to 
say when, in New York, it is either all over or the debate has moved on. 
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In my experience this curse afflicts larger elected Council members as much 
as the small. However, at times it can paralyse countries with no recent 
experience on the Council that have not well thought through their options. 

Diplomats and others often ask me about the knowledge deficit for elected 
members – particularly those with no recent Council experience and in view 
of the fact that nowadays the Council is devoting so much time and energy 
to situations in far away places where few countries have embassies and 
where few if any of their diplomats or advisers have had the opportunity to 
visit or study. 

Certainly, for most of the past 60 years, this knowledge deficit would have 
been a real problem 

However in recent years the situation has changed. The advent of the 
global media organisations, the large NGOS and the appearance of new 
issue focused organisations has really changed the paradigm. Now, one can 
probably learn more about the situation in say DRC or Darfur or Liberia by 
building links with organisations such as Amnesty International, CARE, 
Human Rights Watch, World Vision and Oxfam than you could from 
opening an embassy in Khartoum or Kinshasa or Monrovia. And if you add 
to that the “on line” resources of CNN, BBC, Al Jazeera, Xinhua, Voice of 
Russia, Reuters and UN Relief Net, elected members do not need to be 
short of raw information. The problem becomes one of analysis. But, here 
again there are other important new tools. These include organisations like 
International Crisis Group in Brussels and my own organisation in New York, 
Security Council Report.

Activism in the Council or Passivity
I think the critical option that really confronts every Security Council 
member almost every day is whether to be passive or active, whether to 
live with the status quo or whether to try to find better newer and more 
principled solutions. To some extent this is also an important moral 
dilemma. The Security Council agenda often involves situations where 
soldiers and civilians are being killed, children are being enslaved as fighters 
and women and girls are being raped and killed. At times it involves huge 
catastrophes for millions of civilians and even genocide. 
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Sometimes elected members may sometimes be tempted to sit back and 
wait for one of the P5 to make a move – and then to react to that. But I 
suggest the real issue is how will the public at home and how will history 
view a two year term marked mostly by inaction. “Wait and see” can be a 
very seductive option. It is also the easy low risk option. But the reality is 
that so often the P5 members themselves often don’t have any very good 
ideas or they find themselves checkmated within their own domestic 
bureaucracies or as between each other. And sometimes their own policies 
are in fact contributing to the very problem under discussion. 

Risks to important Bilateral Relations
The first implication of exercising the active rather than the passive option 
is what it may mean in terms of impact on long term bilateral interests –
especially if taking an active as opposed to a passive role may lead a 
country into potential disagreement with an important partner or ally. 
Some states are so politically engaged with, or economically dependant on, 
large partners or allies that in practice the risks of active positions on 
Council issues may be too high to contemplate. 

Fortunately, however, in the post cold war era, this does not need to be the 
case. Nevertheless, some politicians and commentators will inevitably 
worry about this problem and it needs to be addressed. 

It is clear, from the experience in the Security Council in 2003 over Iraq, 
that taking an independent and principled position – as many elected 
Council members did in refusing to support the invasion - can have real 
adverse implications for some important bilateral relationships. That was a 
clear and very dramatic case. But with hindsight, I am sure that now, all of 
the governments who opted for an independent position on the Iraq 
resolution in 2003, are all the more convinced that it was absolutely the 
right choice.

Such graphic and highly public options only arise relatively rarely. But they 
do happen. However, in my experience, even such highly charged cases can 
be managed – and managed in a way that can avoid bilateral problems. Let 
me give some examples from my own experience. 
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First, in 1994, there was a major issue in the Security Council over the 
proposed American intervention in Haiti. The US was determined to lead a 
coalition operation along the Gulf War model – a Council resolution 
authorising a coalition of the willing. New Zealand took the lead in arguing 
that Haiti was not Iraq. The 1991 Gulf War model was overkill and a more 
sensitive approach with a lighter footprint would avoid long term risks of 
the region turning against the mission politically. We argued that it would 
be better to have more of a “UN footprint” and that the resolution should 
provide for meaningful UN oversight with prescribed reporting 
responsibilities and blue helmeted UN military Observers to monitor 
developments. Latin American countries on the Council were extremely 
grateful for this initiative. They very strongly agreed with the underlying 
political analysis and had tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade Washington of 
this bilaterally. But they were nervous about the political implications of 
raising it in the Council. 

In the end the Clinton Administration accepted the political logic of what 
we were advocating – and in a sense just as well, because as you know, 15 
years later the UN is still in Haiti but this time with universal support and in 
part this is because we did it well in 1994. Now Latin American countries 
are hugely supportive of the mission and indeed and are providing the bulk 
of the UN forces.

Did strongly disagreeing with the Pentagon juggernaut on such an issue and 
with little active support from other Council members, damage political 
relationships? In short it had the opposite effect.  It built real respect.

A second example relates to the Rwanda genocide. In that case New 
Zealand again took the lead in insisting that the Council should recognise 
the genocide and authorise the military intervention that the Canadian 
Force Commander in Kigali, General Dallaire, was calling for. We were being 
opposed by the US, UK and China. In the end China and the UK came round. 
However, the change in US position was too late to stop the genocide and 
President Clinton bravely went to Kigali after the killing had subsided and 
apologised. What is clear for New Zealand is that taking a courageous and 
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proactive principled position in the Security Council left no bruises to 
political relationships. 

Bosnia was another example. It was a critical issue during our term on the 
Council. It lead New Zealand into some quite sharp differences of opinion 
with the Europeans, particularly the British and French who were opposed 
to use of force against the Serbian paramilitaries, notwithstanding their 
genocidal proclivities. For a range a reasons the major European powers 
generally preferred a policy of acquiescence. This was a case in which the 
US agreed with our activism in favour of robust military capacity to defend 
UN safe areas and airstrikes if necessary. However they were reluctant to 
advocate that in public lest they be challenged to front up with troops on 
the ground. So it often fell to me to carry the argument and I was able to do 
so credibly precisely because we had already put a significant portion of the 
New Zealand army into the region as peacekeepers and as a result the UK 
and France were always very respectful of the New Zealand position and 
cooperated with us as a serious stakeholder.

Finally, the Rwanda case subsequently produced a second very public 
difference with one of the P5 and indeed in the end with all of the P5 
members. France at a certain point proposed that it send a national military 
intervention, which it called Operation Turquoise, and wanted the Security 
Council to legitimise it. New Zealand, like most Council members strongly 
supported a neutral UN force with a mandate to protect the genocide 
victims. We had presented a draft resolution to that effect. By contrast it 
seemed that the French operation – whatever the public rationale – would 
simply give cover to the perpetrators of the genocide. Events on the ground 
quickly showed that the New Zealand decision to vote against the French 
proposal was the right one. But for various, mainly bilateral, reasons ten 
Council members including all the P5 voted in favour. However New 
Zealand side pursued its opposition in a strong and public but professional 
manner and avoided any negative impact on bilateral relations. 

The long term positive impacts of strong leadership on difficult issues in the 
Council still greatly benefits New Zealand diplomacy. And I believe that 
relations are also much stronger with the powerful friends who we 
sometimes opposed.
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Regional desk officers in Foreign Affairs will of course have reasons on 
every issue why it is better not to rock the boat. And it is true that rocking 
the boat simply for its own sake is dangerous. And grandstanding is always 
foolish. But there is usually in my experience fertile middle ground in which 
a country like Canada can exercise strong leadership. Sometimes this 
means that it is necessary to challenge the powerful. But I believe that a 
state like Canada, which does its homework, which is professional and 
focused, which is balanced and fair minded and transparently applies the 
same standards to each of the P5 and all of the regional groups, which 
shuns grandstanding but is always unafraid to speak the truth as it sees it, 
will get much more respect from the P5, from friends and allies and from 
wider constituencies such as the NGOs, than a Council member which 
chooses the passive option.

I suggest that it is entirely reasonable to expect of larger friends and allies 
that they judge the quality of the role that you play on the Council not by 
whether you slavishly agree on every issue every day but rather on a 
broader balance sheet across the net value of a whole two year term. We 
found that on one day we might strongly support one major power and the 
next day we would disagree with them just as strongly on a different issue. 

The real choice is whether to be passive or whether to be active and 
constructive. And those who choose the latter are in the end going to be 
more respected and more valued as serious partners.

In conclusion, in answer to the question posed in this paper whether an 
elected member can reasonably hope to make an impact in the Security 
Council, I would say yes indeed. I believe that Canada, if elected can make a 
tremendous impact in the Council. I suspect that 2011 and 2012 will be very 
exciting and interesting year for those of us who follow closely the work of 
the Security Council. 


