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SECURITY COUNCIL WORKING METHODS: 
WORKING TOGETHER FOR COLLECTIVE SECURITY 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

The UN Security Council is often thought of as a body that is – and even ought to be – unbound by 
norms. Its register is that of the emergency and its actors are heroic, even in failure. The idea, then, 
that mastering the nuts and bolts of bureaucracy is a way to gain influence in the Council is somewhat 
counter-intuitive. Nevertheless, I suggest that dull-as-dishwater working methods should be the focus 
of attention for the elected members because the area of working methods is site of actual and 
potential struggles for influence. After all, working methods are echt procedure and procedural 
questions are, as everyone knows, exempt from the veto (Article 27(2)).1 In order to focus my paper, 
I shall look at three examples: newly elected members, penholdership and subsidiary bodies. The point 
I seek to make is that working methods are not a pathway to influence when they function in a 
managerial mode. They work best as a pathway to influence when they are a matter of working 
together. In a sense, then, this is an attempt to reclaim working methods for collective security. 

 
I have chosen my three examples have, over the last decade in particular, been the topic of 
considerable attention. The matter of the preparation of new members was important enough to, just 
last year, deserve its own Note of the President. This complements an orientation workshop, ‘Hitting 
the Ground Running’, which has been offered to incoming states since 2003. More recently, the matter 
of penholdership (that is, which delegation is responsible for the drafting of outcome documents on 
a particular agenda item) has ruffled some feathers. This issue pits the permanent members (P5) or, 
more precisely the P3, against the elected members (E10) because the P3 are felt to have a monopoly 
on penholding. The final matter I shall discuss is the increasingly important question of who chairs the 
Council’s proliferating subsidiary organs (Article 29, UN Charter). These bodies, including sanctions 
committees and the Counter Terrorism Committee, handle increasing amounts of the Council’s work 
and their chairs can wield considerable power. 

 
Working methods are not an obvious place to look for a pathway to influence. They are seen as raising 
procedural and not substantive questions, to be dealt with in the sphere of administration and not 
politics. Such convictions are misplaced. On the contrary, where working methods affect the way 
Council states interact with one another – the way they work together – they are capable of affecting 
the culture of the UN Security Council. When working methods are purely managerial, by contrast, 
they often simply reinscribe the political asymmetries that already exist in the Council because they 
do nothing to disrupt the silo’d nature of Council work. This is because, to allude to Hannah Arendt’s 
distinction between labour and work in The Human Condition, managerial methods produce no 
durable product. The reporting cycles of documents and meetings are mere busy work. By contrast 
true working methods could create a durable product that is not immediately consumed by the 
archive; a culture of collective security. 

 
 

2. Newly Elected Members 
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A culture of collective security demands that SC work belongs to everyone – it is work accomplished 
together – the experience of having worked together makes the culture durable. At present, it is often 
more accurate to say that elected members don’t so much work with the permanent members, so 
much as witness the product of their work. One reason for this is the very short terms that they serve. 
Not only does their non-permanent nature mean that they lack the chance to build the institutional 
knowledge and personal relationships that might enable them to take part in the working of the 
Council, but they also serve very short – 2 year – terms that cannot be extended (Article 23(2)). Being 
able to work together with the permanent members, then, requires the E10 to find ways of socializing 
themselves into the Council and, more importantly, doing so from day one so that they can make the 
most of their term. 

 
a) Uneven Capacities in the E10 

 
Working together demands that incoming elected members not only ‘know’ the rules, but are capable 
of putting them into practice. For some states, this is easier than for others. It is easy to talk about the 
E10 as though they were a homogenous group, but in reality they are a very disparate set of actors. 
For present purposes, differences in the size and capacity of their permanent missions and the number 
of times they have served on the Council in the past are particularly pertinent. If we take the incoming 
flock elected in June this year, there is an enormous difference between Holland and Poland on the 
one hand, for whom 2018-2019 will be their sixth term, and Equatorial Guinea on the other, who has 
never taken a seat on the Council. 

 
The institutional memory of the European states means that they can slip easily into their role. 
Equatorial Guinea and Kazakhstan (which will finish its first term in the Council in 2018), by contrast, 
have no prior experience. Lack of practical experience is a major handicap because book-learning is 
unequal to the task of preparing a state for its term on the Council. The Council, infamously, has 
refused – despite the best efforts of the Non-Aligned Movement – to make permanent the provisional 
rules of procedure it adopted in 1946. The reason for this is now wholly unjustified. After all, the 
Council must be able to move quickly and it is justly proud of its ability to innovate. Nevertheless, as 
Sievers and Daws have reported, many elected members have commented on how daunting the 
prospect of joining the Council can be (The Procedure of the UN Security Council). 

 
Apart from their previous experience on the SC, another reason that might hinder an elected 
member’s ability to make the most of their term relates to the size and experience of their delegations. 
Even before a state begins to think the influence it might exert on particular agenda items or thematic 
issues, keeping up with the day-to-day work required in the Council is a big task. Firstly, meetings have 
proliferated. Moreover, many of these meetings are thought to be of little use as they either feature 
briefers (of varying quality) or simply involve the reading of pre-prepared statements. Much of this 
work is typically delegated to deputy representatives. Secondly, the Council – and I will discuss this 
further below – undertakes much of its work through subsidiary bodies. These are bureaucratic 
entities par excellence and keeping up with the paperwork involved requires considerable 
administrative resources. 
 
Furthermore, there has been an increasingly tendency for SC delegations to run a three-track system 
whereby matters are designated for the ambassador, their deputy or a political coordinator. The latter 
is a relatively new role, but an increasingly important one as they act as a focal point between 
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delegations and between each delegation and the Secretariat. The UN Blue Book,2 which lists the 
permanent missions, is quite revealing on this point. Of the current elected members, most have 
delegations of around 40-45 people. Some have many more; Japan’s has over 90 personnel. Some 
have far fewer; Bolivia lists 16, incomers Côte D’Ivoire has 18 and Equatorial Guinea has 9. Of course, 
the staff in these permanent missions are not dedicated to the SC, but work across the UN in New 
York. It is always worht bearing in mind that working together is about particular people employed by 
the state working together and not about abstract entities’ attempts to cooperate. It is clear, then, 
that nations with minimal institutional memory and small delegations have an uphill struggle to exert 
influence. 

 
b) Norms of practice not law 

 
One way of levelling the playing field in the Council would be to have a comprehensive and relatively 
stable set of rules governing procedure and working methods. As already suggested, this is anathema 
to a body built to decide on the exception and that prides itself on its innovations. Binding regulations, 
then, are out of the question. Instead, the Council has compromised on regularities of practice. These 
are not norms of law, but norms of good practice and training. They enjoy the commitment of Council 
members for so long as they remain effective and are subject to change. Of the various initiatives that 
exist to disseminate and inculcate these norms of practice, I want to pick out just three: Note 507, the 
Note of the President on the Preparation of New Members and the Finnish/ Comumbia University 
“Hitting the Ground Running Workshop”. 

 
The first Note 507 was adopted by the President of the SC in 2006 at the initiative of Japan, the second 
edition was agreed in 2010 and the latest was agreed on August 30th this year. It is intended to be a 
comprehensive guide to UNSC working methods, but it is not binding – the Council has merely 
expressed its commitment to the practices contained in it.3 Nevertheless, the Note does afford much 
more detail than the Provisional Rules for incoming states to get to grips with before they arrive, but 
describes itself as a ‘concise and user-firendly list of recent practices’. Of course, the note does not 
cite examples and states which lack institutional memory are reliant on the Security Council Affairs 
Division, and particularly its Security Council Practices and Research Branch (SCPRB), to help them 
navigate the complicated past practice of the Council. Amongst other things, the SCPRB is responsible 
for producing the Repertoire of Practice, but this project is notoriously behind schedule4 and in a 
previous OIOS audit, SC member states complained that they either did not know it existed or found 
it useless.5 
 
The Security Council Affairs Division is also involved in the Hitting the Ground Running workshop, 
which has been offered by Finland since 2003. For the last few years, the event – which is held in 
November – brings together the permanent representatives (a surprisingly rare event, reportedly) of 
outgoing members as well as incoming ones and is as much a ‘lessons learned’ session as it is a ‘hitting 
the ground running’ one. Finland helpfully provides reports on the workshop and these are striking in 
how much the participants appreciate the opportunity to talk informally to one another.6 Reading 
between the lines, it seems that one of the most obvious modes of inculcating new members of an 
institution – socialization – is simply not possible in the case of the Security Council because 
opportunities for socializing are so few and far between. Other apparently social events – like the 
monthly luncheon with the Secretary General – are reportedly seen as too rigid to afford much room 
for free-form conversation. 
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This year is a particularly apt time to be talking about working methods in relation to incoming Council 
members because last year saw two major initiatives to help induct new members into the workings 
of the body. Perhaps the most important of these was to move the election of the new members 
forward to June so that they have six months to prepare themselves. The second, related, innovation 
has been to agree new rules on what these members elect may access before their term begins. The 
2016 Note of the President on the preparation of new members7 increases from 6 weeks to 3 months 
the time period during which incoming members may (so long as no other member objects) be privy 
to UNSC documents and able to observe meetings – including informal consultations of the whole. 
These are intended to provide “transitional arrangements” that not only prepare the incoming state 
but that also ensure there is “continuity in the work of the Council”. The key to this continuity is that 
the new members can consult with the outgoing ones and can observe the work of the Council before 
they join it. 

 
3. Penholdership 

 
Since the mid to late 2010s, one of the most contentious issues has been that of the penholder. The 
penholder is the state with responsibility for drafting the outcome documents for a specific issue.8 In 
many cases – think of Afghanistan, the DPRK, the DRC or Libya – the situations remain on the Council’s 
agenda long past the two-year term of an elected member. In about 2010, the permanent members 
therefore more or less divvied up the penholderships between them. For instance, the UK is penholder 
for Libya and peacekeeping, France for the DRC, Côte D’Ivoire and Mali, the US for Somalian piracy, 
counter-terrorism and the DPRK and Russia holds the pen for Central Asia and (jointly with the US) the 
Golan Heights. In some cases, these permanent members tolerate co-penholders, as in the cases of 
Haiti and BiH. In the cases of Afghanistan and of Working Methods, the pen is held by an elected 
member, Japan. Sweden holds the pen for children and armed conflict and Senegal for West Africa. 

 

Penholders have no formal power and massive practical power. Although the text they draft must be 
agreed by other Council members, the circumstances of their presentation of a text to other members 
can make agreement a fait accompli. The Council is under enormous pressure to act and penholders 
often use this, in conjunction with tight turn-around times, to force the agreement of other SC 
members to their text. Reportedly, states have often agreed to texts on a “better than nothing” basis 
when penholders have presented drafts at the eleventh hour as hard-won – and therefore 
unchangeable – agreements between the P5.9 

 
Penholdership is evidently a live issue and, for the first time this year, it was included in Note 507. This 
incorporated much of a 2014 Note on the issue.10 The section on ‘outcome documents’ expresses a 
commitment that, where expertise allows, co-penholding is acceptable and that, in principle, 
penholding is not the preserve of the permanent members. Co-penholding seems like an obvious 
solution to calibrating the balance between continuity and division-of-labour. More importantly, 
however, co-penholding would also be an opportunity for Council members to work together. This 
would make a reality of the international lawyer’s tendency to talk about the actions of the Security 
Council as though it were a corporate body. The collective drafting of outcome documents is not, of 
course, a new phenomenon. The ‘groups of friends’ practice whereby even states not members of the 
Council could be involved in drafting resolutions. Of course, collective drafting is important because it 
is deliberative and because it makes the process seem more transparent, but it is also important from 
a pedagogical point of view. Working together with more experienced Council members is a learning 
process. 
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A second vital initiative of the Notes on penholders are that they encourage the continued 
participation of non-member states. In part, this is linked to the Council’s increasing concern to 
interact with regional organization, but for our purposes the idea that penholding might keep linked 
open between outgoing member states and the Council as presently constituted is an important one. 
If penholding teams could include non-Council states it would mean that members whose terms have 
come to an end could continue working on projects, thereby making the outcomes more durable 
rather than rushing to get something out before they leave office. More generally, involving an array 
of member states in drafting a resolution – whether as co-proposers, or at the consultation stage – 
tends to make for more durable outcomes. An excellent example of this was the highly controversial 
second ‘quasi-legislative’ resolution, 1540 (2004) on non-proliferation and non-state actors. Not only 
was this proposed by several states, including non-members, but was also subject to an open debate 
in which many of the participants commended the consultative approach – if not the initiative itself. 

 
4. Subsidiary Bodies 

 
The working methods of subsidiary organs has gained a great deal of attention lately because of the 
sheer number of decisions that they make without recourse to a formal vote in the Council chamber. 
These bodies pass decisions by consensus which means that the P5 lose their teeth in these bodies, 
which levels the playing field between elected and permanent members. This is clear from the open 
debate organized by Japan on updating Note 507 that took place in January 2017.11 Several speakers 
were clearly very concerned with what the Indian representative called to “the subterranean universe 
of the Council’s subsidiary bodies”.12 Other states agreed, with Panama even suggesting that 
permanent members ought never to chair subsidiary bodies.13 It seems, then, that chairing a 
subsidiary body is one area in which the E10 can have considerable influence. Indeed, unlike the 
president of the Council, chairs are appointed annually and not on a monthly basis. One of the 
problems with using this relatively long time-frame to exercise influence has been that much of a 
chairship has been spent ‘learning the ropes’ rather than building on the work of one’s predecessor. 
The SC recognized this in 2014 and, in yet another Presidential Note, accepted that chairs should be 
appointed “as early as possible after each election of members of the Security Council”.14 This note is 
also a big step forward in that it encourages outgoing chairs to hold informal meetings with their 
replacements. 

 
In February 2016, there was a President’s Note on subsidiary bodies.15 This dealt extensively with 
questions of transparency, requiring the chair to communicate with non-members, especially those 
particularly affected. For our purposes, another innovation - moving the date of appointment of the 
chairs forward – is particularly important. If chairs have more lead-time before they take up their new 
positions, they can get to know the ropes by interacting with the outgoing chairs (provision for which 
is also made in the Note) and by encouraging consultations. These changes in working methods make 
it possible for newly elected members to chair subsidiary bodies during the first year of their term 
meaning that they can exercise influence continually over two years, rather than progressively 
working up to it. 

 
Despite potential, the shadowy administrative world of subsidiary bodies has for E10 influence, in 
practice the P5 still rule the roost. Despite the attempt in 2012 to open the appointment process up 
to involve all Council members and, in particular, the outgoing chairs,16 the P5 still decide on the 
appointment of the chairs, though they are obliged to consult the wider SC membership. More 
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pertinently, the use of subsidiary body chairships as a pathway to influence can be a poisoned chalice 
because of the sheer volume of work involved in some committees. Being lumbered with a chair may 
be a forestall a delegation’s ambitions to exercise influence in other areas. It may not be the case, in 
short, that chairships are enabling – they may end up generating little busy-work. 

 
5. Conclusion 

 
In August 2014 Council members affirmed “that the work of the Council is a collective endeavour and 
responsibility, and that enhanced cooperation and consultation among all Council members is vital for 
the efficient and transparent functioning of the Council”.17The first clause, in Arendian terms, points 
to work and the second to labour, to managerialism. Changing the status of the Council’s provisional 
rules of procedure, demanding more public debates and instituting reporting cycles will not make the 
Council work. The Council will work when its working methods become a truly collective endeavour 
and this demands the active participation of the E10. The best pathways to influence are those that 
socialize them into the Council through interaction with other states – ‘good citizens’ that have often 
served on the Council as well as permanent members. Initiatives like co-penholding, long hand-overs 
in subsidiary bodies and interactive workshops are a good start, but much more is needed. 

 
In my view, the Informal Working Group on Documentation and Other Procedural Questions should 
start looking at questions of culture as well as management. They can build on the work done under 
the heading “intra-Council cooperation and consultation” and look to the work that particular people 
within delegations undertake and how these people (or the posts they hold) can work in a way that 
makes for a durable culture of collective security. One of the best ways to do this would be to focus 
not on the distinction between permanent and elected members, but on the distinction between 
elected members and non-members. After all, every non-member is a potential member and even, 
for the five outgoing states, a recent one. In this respect, Turkey’s initiative to host an informal SC 
retreat that includes non-member states is an excellent idea. Initiatives that brought outgoing and 
incoming members together and that made the process of selecting candidates for election less a 
matter of political contest and more of common purpose would be another way of socializing elected 
members and, thereby, enabling them to exercise their influence in the Council. 

 
Of course, most of this socialization must go on outside the world of committees and meetings. For 
example, many of the permanent missions in New York occupy offices in the same building. Other 
important, but equally banal-seeming, matters include opportunities for informal meetings. For 
example, could the monthly breakfasts for the permanent representatives be echoed down the 
pecking order, with counterparts on particular projects meeting informally across delegations? The 
same goes for the annual retreat, introduced by Kofi Annan. There is enormous potential for sharing 
knowledge and experience in an informal manner under such circumstances. Equally, the specific 
provision for training that each delegation – or foreign ministry – provides for their staff is important. 
Do they receive expert training on the history and practices of the Council? Is this academized, as in 
the case of the UK, or ad hoc? 

 
If working methods mean the everyday nitty-gritty of how people in the Council work, there is 
enormous scope to extend elected members’ influence and, thereby, make it possible for them to be 
involved in the work of the Council – and not merely to be present when work product is presented. 
Managerial methods will not achieve this – only methods of socialization, which make it possible to 
work together, can make security a truly durable and collective endeavour. 
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1 Interestingly, the first state to bring working methods to the Council was France, a permanent member. UN 
Doc. S/1994/1279 

 
2 The latest available edition online is from June 2016. UN Doc. ST/PLS/SER.A/306 

 
3 That said, it was the subject of a presidential statement in 2010 - S/PRST/2015/19 (30 October 2015) which 
signals a fairly high level of commitment. At the open debate on the matter earlier that month, 43 non-Council 
states requested to participate, suggesting that the issues discussed were seen as important to the UN 
membership more generally, UN Doc. S/PV.7539 (20 Oct 2015) 

 
4 The SCAC was ticked off for this by the UN Office of Oversight Services during its 2010 audit who complained 
that the Repertoire was 17 years late (report of 22 October 2010). 

 
5 UN Doc. E/AC.51/2007/2/Add.2, para. 15 

 
6 The latest report is here: UN Doc. S/2017/468 (1 June 2017) 

 
7 UN Doc. S/2016/619 
 

8 Security Council Report published an invaluable list of penholders in February 2017. It is available here:  
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-   
8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Penholders%20and%20Subsidiary%20Body%20Chairs.pdf 

 
9 The Hitting the Ground Running Report already mentioned includes an extended discussion of penholding and 
many of the positions described are to be found therein. 
 
10 UN Doc. S/2014/268 
11 Of the states that will join the Council in 2018, only Poland attended. 
12 UN Doc. S/PV.7616 (29 January 2016) 

13 It seems Panama’s concerns were taken to heart. None of the permanent members currently chairs a 
subsidiary body (though the UK is involved in questions relating to women, peace and security and to the 
protection of civilians) and they often serve as Vice-Chairs – UN Doc. S/2016/2/REV.4 

 
14 UN Doc. S/2014/393 (5 June 2014) 

 
15 UN Doc. S/2016/170 
16 UN Doc. S/2012/937 
17 UN Doc. S/2014/565 (4 August 2014) 
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