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Executive Summary
◊  Well before Covid-19 it was clear that the multilateral 
system set up in 1945 was not effective for responding 
to many of the major challenges of the modern 
world. But the emergence of Covid-19 in early 2020 
graphically underlined this weakness. The pandemic 
has produced more than 3.5 million recorded deaths at 
the time of writing. It decimated the global economy, 
put a virtual halt to international travel and stifled 
the previously normal pattern of diplomacy and 
international negotiation. It has accelerated inequality 
and instability. It also produced new political fissures in 
the international community.

◊  The UN system failed to provide collective leadership 
to mitigate the disaster. Some have blamed the World 
Health Organization (WHO). A review of the performance 
of the WHO by an Independent Panel in May 2021 
concluded that the WHO could have done much better. 
But it seems that the global failure was due more to the 
behaviour of Governments and inherent defects in the 
whole multilateral intergovernmental machinery.

◊  No one foresaw 75 years ago, when the UN system 
was established, that the security of the international 
community could be so threatened by existential global 
risks, of which Covid-19 is a classic example.

◊  The Security Council is at the apex of the UN system. 
Although conferred with primary responsibility by the 
international community to take prompt and effective 
action on its behalf, it conspicuously abdicated 
responsibility. The Security Council maintained a narrow 
approach to its mandate. This Insight examines the 
experience of the Security Council in the past in dealing 
with wider global risks affecting international security 
such as the Ebola epidemic, HIV Aids and Climate 
Change. 

◊  The performance of other parts of the UN system is 
also discussed in this Insight.

◊  It concludes that change will be essential if a repeat 
of the 2020 experience with Covid-19 is to be avoided. 
It also concludes that reforming the WHO will not be 
enough, and that, in the current world political climate, 
new treaty-based reforms will be extremely difficult to 
achieve.

◊  It suggests that the unique convening power and 
capacity for decisive action of the Security Council could 
be brought to bear in the future to address a future global 
crisis like Covid-19. There are times, and an emerging 
pandemic is one of them, when the Security Council can 
and should exercise its primary responsibility and take a 
wider approach to its mandate.

◊ This Insight therefore explores the scope, within the 
existing legal framework of the Charter for a wider 
interpretation of the word ‘security’. It examines some of 
the political and practical challenges that would need to 
be confronted in this context, including those relating to 
Security Council working methods.

◊ It suggests a process, such as a Declaration to be 
adopted by a global Summit meeting of Leaders, for 
clarifying a wider meaning of security. It also suggests 
that in such a context, UN members should agree on 
some clearer thresholds for the work of the Security 
Council including clarifying that any wider meaning of 
security would be utilized only in serious emergencies. 

◊ It notes that such a declaration would also need to 
address the political and practical reality that decision-
making on a future multifaceted crisis like Covid-19 
could not credibly be managed by just 15 States. Too 
many key stakeholders who would need to be involved 
are simply not at the table in a meaningful way under 
present procedures. Accordingly, some ideas are 
suggested for adapting the Council working methods 
regarding participation, consistently with the Charter. 

◊ Finally, some ideas are explored regarding Security 
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Council decision-making in the context of a global 
emergency threatening the security of humanity. 
Options and procedures are discussed with a view to 
developing possible ways, consistently with the Charter, 
for the impact of the veto to be mitigated in such high-
risk emergency situations.
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A new geopolitical reality exposed
A stark new geopolitical reality has emerged. At the time 
of writing, at the end of May 2021, recorded deaths from 
Covid-19 globally were more than 3.5 million, according 
to Johns Hopkins University.1 There is wide acceptance 
that the actual Covid death toll is much higher,2  because 
recorded deaths significantly under count the real toll. 

The pandemic also severely impacted the global 
economy. It disrupted international trade and supply 
chains. It put a virtual halt to international travel. 
It stifled the normal pattern of diplomacy and 
international negotiation. It accelerated inequality and 
instability. And it produced new political fissures in the 
international community. 

Although there are signs of some economic recovery, 
in October 2020 the World Bank reported that, after 
20 years of progress on reducing poverty, the impacts 
of Covid-19 would result in as many as 150 million 
additional people falling into extreme poverty.3 This, 
along with the awful death toll, is a chilling reminder of 
the human cost of institutional failure. 

This new geopolitical reality comes on top of an already 
unstable global political and security situation, under 
performance in terms of meeting agreed sustainable 
development goals and commitments to mitigate 
climate change, and outright failure in terms of arms 
control and disarmament measures in respect of nuclear 
weapons. 

The collective failure to mitigate the Covid-19 pandemic 
cannot be classified as anything other than a global 
catastrophe for people everywhere.

 

Failure of global institutions to 
devise a collective response
The United Nations system failed in early 2020 to 
provide collective leadership to mitigate the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

The Security Council, although conferred with primary 
responsibility by the international community to take 
prompt and effective action on its behalf, maintained 
a narrow approach to its mandate.4 In the face of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the Security Council failed to even 
debate the issue of helping to lead a global response 
to the pandemic. The most it could achieve in 2020 
was a limp resolution, on 1 July, five months into the 
pandemic, urging ceasefires in conflicts during the 
pandemic.5 Resolution 2565 in February 2021 was a 

modest step forward in terms of leadership.6  It called 
for strengthened international cooperation to facilitate 
equitable and affordable access to Covid-19 vaccines in 
armed conflict and post-conflict situations, and during 
complex humanitarian emergencies. But again its focus 
was narrow – principally on conflict situations

The mandate for the UN General Assembly gives it a 
wider scope than the Security Council.7 But in 2020, in 
the face of the emerging Covid-19 pandemic, the General 
Assembly was also unable to take any meaningful steps. 
The General Assembly currently lacks the respect and 
authority that would be necessary to respond quickly or 
effectively to manage global risks. And of fundamental 
importance, its role is only recommendatory.8  

Led by the Trump Administration many countries blamed 
the WHO.9 A review of the WHO performance by an 
Independent Panel, which reported in May 2021, found 
weaknesses in WHO systems and processes, including 
the loss of valuable time due to the WHO “formal 
notification and emergency declaration procedures […] 
[being] much too slow”.10 

But it seems that the key conclusion to be drawn is that 
the global failure over Covid-19 was due more to the 
behaviour of Governments rather than the performance 
of the WHO Secretariat, (which never had the power to 
compel China or the US or any other state to follow its 
International Health Regulations).11

The Panel criticised governments which preferred a 
“wait and see approach” rather than developing an 
aggressive containment strategy. Inherent defects in 
the multilateral intergovernmental machinery were also 
identified including a lack of capacity for “coordinated 
global leadership”, “underfunded preparedness” and 
meagre international financing. 

In early 2020, when  confronted with the first stages of the 
emerging pandemic, all Governments and international 
organisations were facing high levels of uncertainty. 
Covid-19 was a fast-moving crisis. Responding to it 
was a complex problem, involving interrelated issues of 
health, economics, business, trade, travel and politics.

 In these circumstances, it was always unlikely that the 
very technical and specialised WHO machinery would 
ever command the collective trust of political leaders. 

Perhaps WHO member states could have proposed 
convening an emergency meeting of the World 
Health Assembly that could have demanded that the 
Regulations be applied.

But would governments have attended? Would they 
have sent delegates at sufficiently high level with 
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sufficient authority to commit to the kind of action that 
would have been required? Probably not.

Security Council
The Security Council is the only global body with real 
authority. This derives from its unique ability to compel 
action. But the Council’s practice in applying its mandate 
is criticised by practitioners from many countries. 
Concerns include:. 

o   Being unduly politically selective about the application  
of its mandate, 

o   Resisting necessary updating of its procedures and its 
working methods, 

o   Focusing too narrowly on coercive tools

o Failing to provide due process both to states and 
individuals

o Avoiding integrating into its work wider tools 
necessary for building peace

o   Failing to engage in meaningful conflict prevention.

For some the Council is being unnecessarily and 
selectively active in some areas. For others it is missing 
vital opportunities.

Despite various innovations, such as in peacekeeping 
and counterterrorism, the long-standing pressure for 
Security Council reform continues. This pressure reflects 
concern not only about its structure and composition, 
but also that the Council has for many years applied a 
very limited or selective interpretation of its mandate. 

This narrow focus of the Security Council flows from its 
history and is not surprising. In 1945, when the Council 
was established, political leaders and diplomats could 
only conceive of threats to international security coming 
from armed conflict between states. No one foresaw 
that 75 years later the security of the international 
community could be threatened by existential ‘global 
risks’ such as Covid-19. 

The failure of the Council in early 2020 in respect of 
Covid-19 contrasts with its more active, but still limited, 
leadership in 2000 and 2014 in response to two lesser 
health emergencies, HIV-AIDS, and Ebola:

-  In 2000, the Council recognised that the spread of 
HIV/AIDS could have a ”uniquely devastating impact 
on all sectors and levels of society”, and stressed that 
the HIV/AIDS pandemic may pose a “risk to stability and 

security”. There was, however, no determination of a 
‘threat’ and the main operative provisions addressed the 
UN peacekeeping missions in Africa.12  

-  In 2014, the Council addressed the Ebola outbreak. 
The UN established an emergency health mission and 
the Council determined the “unprecedented extent 
of the Ebola outbreak in Africa” constituted a “threat 
to international peace and security”. It requested the 
Secretary-General to ensure that all relevant UN System 
entities, including WHO, accelerate the response to the 
outbreak.13

In the context of other emerging global risks, the 
Security Council has tentatively moved to stretch the 
mandate envelope on climate change:

-  In 2007, the UK introduced an ‘open debate’, but no 
decision was adopted.14 

-  In 2011, under German presidency, the Council held 
a second debate and expressed concern that possible 
adverse effects of climate change may “aggravate certain 
existing threats to international peace and security.”15 

-  In 2013, the UK and Pakistan held an informal ‘Arria 
formula’ session on the connection between ‘climate 
change and security challenges.’ 

-  In 2015, New Zealand led a high-level debate on 
the ‘security of small island states’, with the explicit 
understanding that climate change was a security 
threat to such countries.16  There was unprecedented 
attendance at the debate by national leaders from such 
Member States. 

-  In 2018 under Swedish presidency, the Council held 
a climate related security risks debate, but it was not 
possible to get agreement on any action or statement.17 

The results on climate change have been very modest. 
The issue has generated strong political controversy, 
particularly on the part of some Permanent Members. 
But the pressure for the Council to continue down this 
track is growing.

Managing future ‘global risks’
Another pandemic will come. Globally we will fail again 
unless we learn the lessons of 2020 and update the way 
our international machinery works. But it is not enough 
to prepare to refight the Covid war. 

The WHO already has a mandate with respect to 
pandemics. Strengthening the WHO to improve global 
capacity with respect to future pandemics as 
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recommended by the Independent Panel is an important 
avenue of reform. The Panel’s review of WHO produced 
some helpful recommendations. But reforming the 
WHO will not be enough.

The World Health Regulations on their face are  
obligatory. But they do not have authority in the sense 
that, say, a Security Council Resolution can be binding. 
The WHO has no authority to compel action. In the 
political context of 2020 it was clear that a number 
of key states were determined to go their own way. 
Neither China nor the USA, nor any of the other countries 
determined to pursue their own Covid-19 response 
policies, could be compelled. In practice therefore the 
Regulations effectively allow states to choose not to 
comply. 

An amendment to the WHO founding documents that 
would replicate for the WHO something like the Security 
Council powers may be conceptually possible. But in the 
world of today such a challenging treaty-based reform 
is almost certainly politically impossible.

Even more importantly, there is an inherent weakness 
in seeking to load onto the WHO responsibility for 
managing all of the complex multi-sector issues that 
are involved in containing a pandemic like Covid-19. 
The World Heath Regulations appear to imply that in a 
pandemic situation, decisions will be taken by the WHO 
that would balance all the relevant issues including wider 
political and economic issues that need to be confronted 
in containing the spread of a dangerous virus. 

In 2020 the harsh reality was that Covid-19 presented 
a threat that required high-level, complex and highly 
political responses that cut across multi sectors of 
governance, not only health. Decisions were required 
that could factor in the needs of finance, business, the 
rights and freedoms of peoples, travel, border control 
and many others. The problem was so extensive that 
governments could not feel confident that a group 
of health officials in Geneva could be trusted to 
manage such a complex cross sectoral set of problems. 
Experience has shown that this is an unrealistic mission 
for the WHO . 

Even if the WHO capacity were increased and its legal 
authority widened, this underlying problem would still 
remain. Few governments would feel able to justify to 
their public leaving such critical social, economic and 
political decisions to a technical health institution in 
Geneva. 

Finally, there is the important consideration that 
trying to expand the WHO mission into cross-sectoral 

decision making would inevitably politicise the WHO 
role. Independent, technical, non-politicised advice will 
be critically important in a future emerging pandemic 
situation. And this focused independent role is the most 
useful input the WHO could provide. 

By contrast, the Security Council already has both the 
political leadership role and the legal authority. Also, it 
must be remembered that the next catastrophic crisis may 
not be a pandemic. Unpredictability is the only certainty. 
The next global emergency could be environmental or 
financial. It could be a new more dangerous version of 
Daesh or fascist-type extremists. It could be a nuclear, 
chemical or biological emergency. It could be widespread 
collapse of governance in a region. It could be a massive 
famine or a humanitarian or refugee emergency of wide 
proportions driven by climate change events. It could be 
unforeseen catastrophic impacts from new technology 
or the misuse of new technology. It could be several 
such crises at once or interconnected crises.

In the 21st century, there is an increasing recognition 
of the real challenges presented by new ‘global risks’. 
Recently some institutions have done innovative 
research establishing an analytical framework of 
21st century ‘existential threats’.18 Some NGOs have 
undertaken similar work on global risks19 while other 
research centres and institutes explore the broader 
issues.20

The analysis and discussion of global risks seems to 
suggest that global systemic risks cannot be managed 
without international cooperation within a system:

o    that is accepted as legitimate, 

o    which can act quickly, and

o  which has authority to instil leadership and in the 
worst case to compel effective compliance with risk 
mitigation measures.

In an ideal world perhaps a new global treaty to improve 
preparedness and coordinated action on global risks 
would be an option worth considering. This might 
involve completely new institutions that would have 
powers like the Security Council but with a mandate 
to deal with wider global risks than the Security 
Council has historically tried to manage. Some might 
suggest incorporating these objectives into the long, 
stalemated negotiations on amending the Charter to 
reform the Security Council. But, in the present global 
political climate, both negotiating a treaty to establish 
a new institution or formally amending the Charter, 
seem fraught with very significant political risk and 
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uncertainty. Many would push back strongly based on 
sovereignty. Even in democratic countries, as Brexit 
has shown, there is a real ongoing fear of overreaching 
global governance. And, even if such a reform or treaty 
could be negotiated, would it be ratifiable in the current 
political context? In the USA for instance, this requires 
support by two thirds of the Senate.21 

Could the Security Council do more 
under existing settings?
In the twenty-first century the international community 
will need a carefully limited but fully empowered 
institution which can respond, politically, decisively 
and effectively, to a variety of unpredictable crisis 
situations such as pandemics. In doing so, it needs to be 
able to forge integrated responses across all the relevant 
sectoral dimensions of the crisis.

The Security Council already exists. It has unique 
convening power and capacity for decisive action. Given 
current political constraints, there is no need to reinvent 
the wheel. But the Council’s focus and processes would 
need to be adapted. However, that can be achieved 
without the need for new treaties or amending the 
Charter. This may be the most practical and achievable 
option in the medium term to better address a future 
pandemic threat like Covid 19 or other equally 
threatening global crisis.

The consistently heavy competition for seats on the 
Security Council demonstrates that most governments 
continue to attach a significant premium to the Council 
as the premier international institution. Most states 
respect and implement the Council’s binding decisions. 
The Permanent Members attach particular importance 
to their special role in the Council. 

The Security Council therefore stands out as an existing 
institution with potential to exercise leadership in 
forging collective responses to future global risks 
including the next pandemic. 

But, as explained above,  it has to be recognised also that 
there is significant current discontent with the Council 
operating under the 1945 model. There are concerns 
about its mandate, its working methods, its voting 
rules and about participation. These would need to be 
addressed in some way as part of any negotiation that 
recognised a wider role than the Council has historically 
exercised. 

The question also needs to be asked whether there 

is any realistic possibility that in a real crisis situation 
the Security Council could do any better than the WHO 
managed in 2020. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that in 
2020, given the disposition of the Trump administration 
and some other governments, that any multilateral 
machinery would have been just as constrained as the 
WHO.

Whether a better job could be done in the future 
depends ultimately on the Member States. Even the best 
institutions do not guarantee that politicians will use 
them wisely. But inadequate institutions almost always 
guarantee poor outcomes. 

As mentioned above, the Security Council, despite its 
weaknesses, has demonstrated some capacity to evolve 
and innovate. This was shown in its response to the 
unprecedented major security threat from the terrorist 
entity Daesh (ISIS). The Council can come together 
and act decisively when senior level political attention 
becomes focused on its potential. The Council also has 
an encouraging track record of using high-level and 
even summit-level meetings to exercise leadership and 
focus attention. Some useful tools therefore exist and 
they have been tested with moderate success. 

Mandate
Article 24 confers on the Council “primary responsibility 
for the maintenance of international peace and security”. 
Traditionally this was interpreted as a responsibility for 
protecting against aggression.

However, over the past three decades the understanding 
and application of Article 24 has evolved, allowing the 
Council to play a leading role in managing many civil war 
situations and even, as explained above, moving very 
tentatively into the areas of health emergencies and 
climate change. 

Up to this point in history all roles for the Council have 
been related to ‘threats to peace’. There is a relatively 
clear understanding of what is meant by ‘international 
peace’ and it is that which has been the almost exclusive 
focus of the Security Council for 75 years. 

The words ‘peace’ and ‘security’ are often used as if they 
were synonymous. But they are not by any means the 
same thing. A twenty-first century interpretation of 
Article 24 could focus not just on the word peace, but 
also on security. The word security is much more open 
textured. It is much wider in scope than just matters 
relating to peace – or the absence of conflict between 
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states. 

A clarified interpretation of security for the purposes of 
Chapters V, VI, VII and VIII of the Charter could focus on 
a carefully limited responsibility – security in the face 
of serious global emergencies and major global risks, 
including emerging pandemics.

Thresholds
As mentioned above, some governments already have 
concerns about Security Council overreach and mandate 
creep.22 They fear inappropriate intervention even in 
the current areas of maintaining international peace. 
Accordingly, negotiation about the future interpretation 
and application of the mandate needs to address not 
only the width of the mandate but also its depth. It 
needs to confer sufficient authority, but also it needs 
also to be quite limited – focused on a high threshold 
for major global threats or major emergencies.

It would be important therefore in the process of 
clarifying the meaning of security, to set some clearer 
thresholds than we have at present for the work of 
the Security Council. It should be underlined that any 
wider meaning would be utilized only in very serious 
emergencies. This is reflected in the specific proposals 
for elements of a Global Declaration which are set out in 
the final section of this Insight below.

An important related consideration is the need to 
differentiate this new wider role for the Security Council 
from the much more extensive concept of ‘human 
security’.23 In 2010 the Secretary - General defined 
human security as an “approach to assist Member States 
in identifying and addressing widespread and cross-
cutting challenges to the survival, livelihood and dignity 
of their people.”24

He said that it calls for “people-centred, comprehensive, 
context-specific and prevention oriented responses 
that strengthen the protection and empowerment of 
all people.” Inevitably this approach covers not only 
conflicts but also natural disasters, persistent poverty 
and economic downturns that impose hardships and 
undercut sustainable development.  As such it is a prism 
that reflects almost all of the work of the United Nations 
and is not appropriate for the more existential kinds of 
global crisis that would require the kind of leadership 
and authority that the Security Council can bring.

Participation
Crafting a better capacity to respond more effectively to 
the next pandemic, or other global risk crisis, is not just a 
matter of mandate. It is also about legitimacy, trust and 
fair participation in international institutions. 

The failures of 2020 over Covid-19 demonstrate the case 
for a more effective collective response capability. But, 
as mentioned above, the Security Council, as it currently 
works, would probably also have failed to garner the 
trust necessary to forge collective response measures to 
Covid-19. In 2020, many governments would have had 
no more trust in the Security Council than they had in the 
WHO. This is partly because the size, composition and 
working methods of the Council reflect the geopolitical 
realities of 1945 and these constraints are seen by many 
states as outdated and inequitable. 

There has been a longstanding push to update the size, 
composition and working methods of the Security 
Council. Change has repeatedly foundered due to 
opposition by some P5 members concerned about 
loss of status and also by many large and middle size 
states anxious that their positions relative to regional 
competitors would be undermined. Longer term Security 
Council membership must be modernised. But if, as 
seems likely, the political appetite for rewriting Charter 
in the near future to reform the Council remains low, the 
question arises as to what can be done in the interim 
to improve the balance of participation in it, especially 
in the context of dealing with grave and urgent crisis 
situations. 

It seems clear that a multifaceted crisis, like containing 
Covid-19, could not credibly be managed by a small group 
of 15 states composed like the current Security Council. 
As explained above, the situation was very complex. 
Successful containment would have required negotiation 
with all of the key states because of the global political, 
social and economic factors in play. Decisions taken on 
wider global risks like pandemics require wide buy in 
and implementation. With participation limited to 15, 
this would leave far too many key stakeholders simply 
not at the table. The existing legitimacy issues with the 
current model and the widespread political grievances 
about the lack of balance in participation in decision 
making would undermine confidence and compliance. 

There is therefore a strong case for finding ways to 
ensure participation, as far as possible, by all the major 
states, including the states representing the majority 
of the global population and economic activity. In 
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addition, in order to achieve balance, legitimacy and 
political acceptability the process would also need to 
accommodate participation by at least an equivalent 
number of medium and small states. Suggestions for 
composing such a group are explained below and also 
included in a set of suggested elements for a possible 
Global Declaration in the final section of this Insight.

It is important, because of the speed at which global 
crisis situations such as Covid-19 emerge, to have 
agreement in advance on the composition of this wider 
group. It might be tempting therefore to simply name 
a group of key states. However, this would repeat the 
error made in 1945 of listing five Permanent Members 
by name. It fails to reflect the fact that in the real world 
the relative importance of individual states waxes and 
wanes. In fact, nothing is ever permanent.

This points towards adopting a formula that would be 
applicable as needed. Some might favour, for obvious 
reasons, a shorthand formula such as say the G20. 
However, this is also a very temporal concept. Economies 
and institutions change. There is no guarantee that the 
G20 as we currently know it will exist a decade from 
now. Nevertheless, a formula based on participation 
by the top 20 or so economies at the relevant time has 
merit. An index could be developed and appropriately 
weighted using criteria such as population, GDP, GNI, 
Human Development Index ranking, GNI per capita, level 
of ODA contributions, level of contributions of troops to 
UN peacekeeping, ranking in Transparency International 
lowest corruption ratings, and others.

The group of middle and smaller states that politically 
would also need to be included for equitable balancing, 
is more complicated. Ideally this group should be 
composed by election. But in a crisis situation having 
to conduct elections would be extremely problematic. 
And electing successive panels of elected states in the 
absence of crises also has its problems. Other options 
could be explored. One suggested below is for the 
additional ‘elected’ participants to be the 15 states who 
had most recently retired as elected members of the 
Council. This has several benefits:

o    it uses a combination of past elections, which gives 
legitimacy and appropriate regional distribution; and

o  it applies a model similar to the diplomatically 
common ‘troika’ approach which would give certainty, 
immediate capacity to participate and recent Council 
experience. 

A key factor to acknowledge at this point is that in such 
an interim model participation could not equate with 
voting. To change formal decision-making rules relating 

to voting would require amending the Charter. However 
much of the key decision making by the Council, and all 
of the negotiation between its members, takes place 
informally. It is not impossible therefore to contemplate 
changes to participation, consistently with the Charter, 
which would elevate the role of certain defined 
participants from a role that is currently essentially 
observers who have the right to speak after decisions 
have effectively been made, to equal participants in 
informal discussions from the outset and in negotiations.

It is important to recognise in this context that Articles 
31,32 and 44 of the Charter already provide for wider 
participation than the 15 Member states. Article 31 
gives a right to states specially affected to participate 
in discussion – but without vote. Interestingly, the 
wording of Rule 37 of the Provisional Rules of Procedure 
of the Council is somewhat narrower than the wording 
of Article 31. This suggests that there is scope for 
more innovative use than has been the case under the 
historical practice of the Council.

Article 44 provides that under Chapter VII, troop 
contributors may be invited to participate “in decisions”. 
Interestingly it does not use the phrase ‘without the right 
to vote’. What this may mean has not yet been explored 
in the practice of the Council. But again the drafting 
suggests scope for more innovative use than has been 
the case under the historical practice of the Council.

The problem of participation is not simply a matter of 
which states participate in decision making, but also 
the level of decision making: who represents those 
states and in what formats. As indicated above, building 
trust in international decision making will also depend 
on confidence in the actual decision makers. Just as 
governments facing a pandemic with wide and complex 
cross-sectoral implications would be unlikely to be 
confident in a group of technocratic WHO health officials 
in Geneva, it is equally unlikely that governments would 
be sufficiently confident in a group of diplomatic officials 
in New York.

Experience shows that in the rare cases where Security 
Council members negotiate at a very high level and in 
person and in a sustained way, surprising progress can 
be made. One example is a very rare breakthrough on 
the Israel-Palestine issue in January 2009, when US 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and a group of Arab 
and other foreign ministers – some not members of the 
Council – spent several days in New York in response to 
a crisis in Gaza, personally negotiating what eventually 
became Resolution 1860.26  

Sustained high-level participation can enable 
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institutions to break out of policy silos and the chains of 
precedent. But it requires much more effort than the brief 
photo opportunity Council meeting model favoured by 
many politicians in recent years. Many will say that in 
a global crisis few leaders could afford to leave their 
capitals. That is probably true. But it does need to be 
recalled that in 1945, while World War II was still raging 
in the Pacific, almost 50 heads of government made the 
perilous journey to San Francisco and remained for up to 
ten weeks to negotiate the UN Charter.27  Perhaps times 
have changed too much for that to be repeated. One 
option is to send specially empowered senior ministers. 
Another option, and a benefit of changing times and 
changing technology, is for leaders to participate 
virtually in substantive negotiating processes.

Decision making
Security council decision making under Article 27, and in 
particular the veto, reflects the concerns that dominated 
in 1945 – preventing aggression and codifying the 
circumstances in which military force could be used. 
Article 27 therefore reflected the interests of some 
major powers that decisions should not be taken by 
majority vote that might allow the use of force against 
them. Some P5 members are still deeply wedded to 
their voting prerogatives, although France has openly 
advocated a new model under which, in some matters, 
P5 members should refrain from exercising their veto.28  

A new interpretation of the mandate under which 
the Council could adopt decisions on major global 
security threats, such as a new pandemic, would involve 
political and strategic considerations quite different 
from those that motivated the demand for the veto in 
1945. Measures would not be directed against a ’threat 
to peace’ but to combat a global threat to the security 
of humanity everywhere. This distinction could be a 
basis for a deal that would apply the principle already 
proposed by France in this new situation. A suggestion 
to that effect is outlined in the elements for a possible 
Declaration below. The suggestion also relies on the 
language in the proviso to Article 27(3) which requires 
obligatory abstention (and therefore suppresses the 
veto) in certain cases where a state is a party to a dispute.

Some P5 members are likely to be concerned about 
any precedent that might weaken the veto under the 
Council’s traditional business. However, a procedure 
which does not seek to amend Article 27 and lock new 
rules into the Charter may perhaps make a different 
approach on decision making in emergency crisis 
situations like Covid-19 more acceptable. 

A second factor relating to decision making flows from 
the need for wider participation discussed above. All 
participants, both the 15 formal Council members and 
the additional participants would want to feel that the 
system incentivises as far as possible full and equal 
participation by all. As outlined above, Article 44 of the 
Charter hints at an approach which, while not conferring 
a formal vote, nevertheless envisages more meaningful 
inclusion in decision making.

As indicated above, the absence of precision in the 
Charter on this point seems to suggest that the drafters 
were open to some flexible evolution of the way in which 
additional participants could participate in decision 
making. While Article 44 is specifically focused on troop 
contributors under Chapter VII, the possibility of wider 
evolution in participation in decision making under 
Article 31 is perhaps also more open than is commonly 
thought. Evolution could not go so far as conferring a 
formal vote. However, an approach in which consensus 
among all participants is strongly preferred and is 
incentivised might be possible when dealing with global 
risks threatening the security of all humanity. 

A third factor is the need for virtually universal buy-in. 
A decision by a bare majority, or a decision where one 
or several large powers were strongly opposed, would 
likely ensure that a future pandemic or other grave risk 
was never contained. This also points towards a need 
for decision making that encourages the widest possible 
consensus. 

But experience and political realism confirm that the 
system will also fail if it gives every participant a veto. 
The international community can live with paralysis in 
certain General Assembly activity. But, in the face of 
a threat like a pandemic, timely and effective action is 
critical.

An absolute consensus rule is far too risky because the 
practical reality is that in the international community 
there will almost always be at least one outlier state. (In 
2020 the collapse of the usual coherence amongst the 
Nordic states was painfully apparent, with Sweden being 
a strange outlier on Covid-19 response. )29 So, along with 
incentivising the widest possible buy-in, the system 
must also be able to break deadlocks. A default voting 
mechanism is therefore required. 

The decision-making model suggested in the elements 
for a possible Declaration below attempts to balance all 
these competing political considerations. It is designed 
to operate without any formal change to the current 
model. It uses existing possible procedures under the 
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Charter. It does not seek to change the decision-making 
rules in the normal business of the Security Council 
relating to international peace. It therefore does not 
directly impinge on the 1945 construct that that P5 
members value.

 

How to achieve change?
The negative political dynamics that have created the 
stalemate preventing Security Council reform over the 
past 25 years are deep and serious. In today’s world, 
even the Covid-19 experience seems unlikely to open 
the way to formally amending the Charter to update the 
Council. 

In light of the Covid-19 failures, it seems important to do 
what can be done now until a more propitious political 
moment for wider change arrives. As this Insight 
explains, there are options to achieve institutional 
change to better manage global risks like future 
pandemics without new treaty instruments. 

But even so, updating the Security Council, as 
suggested here, would face large political challenges. 
Overcoming those challenges would require good 
high-level leadership and persistent serious high-level 
commitment. In that regard, it is worth recalling again 
that in 1945 at San Francisco leaders were present for a 
sustained period of weeks and many of the key articles 
of the Charter were negotiated by Leaders in person. 

In terms of initiating a negotiating process it is possible 
to envisage a coalition of states supporting a well-
prepared Global Summit. This could be planned soon 
after senior officials and leaders can meet again in 
person. The goal would be negotiating a ‘Declaration of 
Commitment’ or some equally weighty document. 

 An important component for even commencing such an 
exercise would be an initial vision of the desired outcome 
that pointed in general terms to possible solutions to 
the many political obstacles which are described above

A possible initial vision
Below are some suggested elements for a possible 
Declaration to be adopted by a Global Summit as 
suggested above:

1. We recognise the interpretation of security in 
the mandate of the Security Council as including 
situations, arising from whatever cause, that present 

an extremely serious threat or risk to the security of 
humanity globally, including emerging pandemics.

2. In such situations we expect the Security Council 
to exercise leadership and responsibility to prevent, 
respond to, or mitigate such threats to security. 

3. This responsibility shall be exercised by the 
Security Council acting in ’High-Level Mode’ as 
outlined below, and shall include taking decisions, 
as necessary, of all the kinds contemplated for the 
Security Council in the Charter.

4. Taking action in High-Level Mode in respect of a 
particular situation shall be triggered by a decision 
of the Security Council or the General Assembly. In 
the case of the General Assembly, a decision shall be 
an important question within the meaning of Article 
18(1). In the case of the Security Council, a decision 
shall be taken in accordance with Article 27(2).

5. In considering a proposal for such a triggering 
decision member states must take particular 
care to ensure that the events or developments 
underpinning the proposal are as factual as possible 
and that the risk or threat presented is indeed 
extremely serious and with genuine global potential, 
always bearing in mind the precautionary principle. 
The best available technical, scientific and specialist 
advice shall be considered. Relevant Specialised 
Agencies and others, as appropriate, shall urgently 
present their best possible advice. All states commit 
to avoid politicisation of such a proposal.

6. Upon the adoption of such a triggering decision the 
Security Council will convene in High-Level Mode 
to discuss and take action. The Secretary General is 
requested to make and continually update plans and 
systems to facilitate effective urgent and sustained 
high-level participation in such cases. This includes 
arrangements for in-person attendance, attendance 
by virtual meeting technology or both. 

7. Member States commit to participate in High-
Level Mode discussions and decision making at 
the highest feasible level and to ensure that their 
positions reflect the best possible integration of 
domestic information and policy.

8. When meeting in High-Level Mode the 
Security Council shall be organised and include 
representatives with capacity to discuss, negotiate 
and decide all relevant matters. This would include 
all relevant cross sectoral elements, including 
health, economic and financial measures, and
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relevant matters relating to finance, business, the 
rights and freedoms of peoples, travel and border 
control.

When meeting in High-Level Mode under this 
Commitment, and notwithstanding anything in the 
Provisional Rules of Procedure, the Members of the 
Security Council will apply a different Participation 
Practice. To this end, the Secretary-General is 
requested; 

(a) To compile and keep regularly updated a 
list (List A) of 20 states, plus the five permanent 
members, that constitute the largest states using 
a basket of indices that would include a range of 
criteria including population and economic size.

(b) To compile and keep regularly updated a list  (List 
B) of 25 states, which shall include the 10 elected 
members of the Council at the relevant time and the 
15 states that had been elected to the Council in the 
immediately preceding periods.

(c) Where the situation under discussion seems 
likely to involve distinct and extreme impacts for 
one or a small group of states not included in List A 
or List B, the Secretary-General shall add such state 
or states (not being more than 5) to List C. In the 
event that the impacted states comprise more than 
five they shall elect five of their number for List C. 

Under the High-Level Mode Participation Practice, 
all members of Lists A, B and C (the ‘Participating 
States’) may without further invitation or decision 
participate fully in all discussions, meetings and 
negotiations, formal or informal and whatever the 
format, relating to the High-Level Mode agenda 
issue.

Bearing in mind that under the High-Level Mode, 
by definition a threat or risk of extremely serious 
global impact on human security exists, decision 
making on all matters shall normally be expected to 
be by consensus of all participants in Lists A, B and 
C. 

In the event that consensus is not possible, a vote 
shall be taken. The expressions of position by 
the Participating States, while not a vote within 
the meaning of Article 27, shall be recorded. A 
decision shall not be adopted unless it includes the 
affirmative votes by nine members of the Security 
Council required under Article 27. 

All states agree that if as Members of the Security 
Council at the relevant time they cannot join 

consensus this situation constitutes a dispute and 
that as a party to a dispute within the meaning of 
Article 27(3) they will abstain.
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