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Abstract

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been unable to
promote or facilitate multilateral cooperation in dealing with the
COVID-19 outbreak. This is worrying given its relevance as a principal
organ of the United Nations (UN) that could enable or constrain
international cooperation and given the need for such cooperation in
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. The failure of the UNSC to
respond adequately to the COVID-19 pandemic highlights the historical
limits of the UNSC as a forum for international cooperation. It also
suggests that highlighting and debating UNSC reforms are not sufficient
or even productive ways to move forward, especially in the context of
the challenges that pandemics and climate change represent for global
cooperation. It is far from clear if the UN system can change the global
structures on which it was built.
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Introduction

As much as it is a global health tragedy, the COVID-19 pandemic is the
interlocking of multiple crises of national public policy and global
governance. Although medical sciences have developed solutions to
deal with COVID-19, how those solutions are chosen and implemented
is a matter of power, economic, and social relations. Politics and
governance explain the readiness and responses of governments,
societies, and international organizations. The outbreak of COVID-19
has revealed strains on global governance, and seemingly nowhere more
so than at the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), which has failed
to respond adequately to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis or even to show
leadership in international crisis management. This failure might not
be surprising given the historical limits of and recent tensions at, the
UNSC. It is nevertheless worrying given the relevance of the UNSC as a
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principal organ of the United Nations (UN) that can enable or constrain
international cooperation and as the world’s authority in the use of
force and matters of war and peace. The UNSC is the only UN body
that has the power to make legally binding decisions for member states
and, under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, to enforce these decisions
through sanctions or the use of military force. This makes it the UN’s
most powerful organ and forum for international cooperation. As such,
its activities and associated politics can tell us much about the state of
the relationships between its members—notably the permanent five
with veto powers—and thus about the possibilities for cooperation and
for mounting successful and coordinated global health responses.

During the first half of 2020, the UNSC was deeply divided in
dealing with or acknowledging the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on international peace and security. On 23 March 2020,
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called for an “immediate
global ceasefire” in order “to put armed conflict on lockdown and
focus together on the true fight of our lives.”! The initiative was
premised on the idea that wars allow diseases to spread while
reducing local and international abilities to respond to their impacts.
A global health pandemic, then, might exacerbate pre-existing
conflict dynamics around the world? Guterres’ call was an
opportunity to support peace processes during an unprecedented
international health crisis. That was the theory. Through this call
for a global ceasefire, Guterres showed leadership, but theUNSC
faltered. It ended up passing Resolution 2532 on 1 July; by then,
however, the momentum had been lost. The practical effects on
conflict zones has thus been nil® This failure to support Guterres’s
initiative was largely the result of tensions between the permanent
five, with the United States—People’s Republic of China (PRC)
blame game taking centre stage.

While several experts and international organizations projected that
COVID-19 would impact conflict dynamics and produce instability,
its effects have so far been limited# For the UNSC, Guterres’ call
for a ceasefire was nevertheless a missed opportunity to pause
hostilities, to strengthen UN diplomacy in peace processes, and to
promote international cooperation.

COVID-19 is and will be a long-term challenge with serious
consequences, including for the UNSC’s aspirations to face “non-
traditional” security challenges. Immediate and mid- or long-term
effects on economic growth, on supply chains, and on food security
may prove disruptive and might induce conflict and instability.®
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COVID-19 has also highlighted the historical and structural limits
of the UN as an institution of international cooperation. The
pandemic has exacerbated pre-existing trends, notably rising
geopolitical rivalries and the differing visions and inequalities in
the relations between the UNSC and the UN General Assembly
(UNGA). It has also exacerbated pre-existing tensions within the
UNSC, especially between the United States and the PRC, and
arguably accelerated the erosion of American clout in the UNSC.
The COVID-19 “test” might reflect a larger trend found in the
crises of multilateralism, but it also underlines the necessity of
global cooperation and thus the need for finding ways to
reinvigorate such cooperation within or despite the UNSC. The
COVID-19 pandemicis only the beginning. There will be more
pandemics, and there is climate change.

The latter has not gone away, and COVID-19 might prove to be
a wake-up call for reinventing and reinvesting in global cooperation
mechanisms. As COVID-19 shows, however, such challenges demand
long-term planning and commitment and not reactive ad hoc crisis
management—the latter being the UNSC’s usual modus operandi.
The obstacles are multiple, but not impossible to surmount or
avoid. COVID-19 will likely sustain several global dysfunctions and
tensions for years to come, but it also presents an opportunity to
reimagine global order, for better or worse. Yet, that reimagining
will most likely need to be done outside or despite the UNSC,
given that the UN organ was never construed to call into question
or transform the status quo that it sustains, especially the power
of its veto members.

The UNSC and the Covid 19 Crisis

In Chapter V of the UN Charter, members of the UN “confer on
the Security Council primary responsibility for the maintenance of
international peace and security, and agree that in carrying out its
duties under this responsibility the Security Council acts on their
behalf.” The statement leaves open the question of what constitutes
a threat to “international peace and security.”

This flexibility was part of the design of the UNSC as an
adaptable political decision-making body. The founding members
of the UN “wanted a Security Council for all contingencies,” one
that was capable of responding “to a theoretically unlimited range
of possible threats at a time and in a manner of its choosing.””.
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In practice, however, the permanent members have used this
flexibility to avoid any obligation to act on any of these possible
threats® In addition, the dynamics of the Cold War at the time
further limited the range of security threats to be discussed at the
UNSC, sidelining pandemics even though the 1946 preamble of
the World Health Organization (WHO) constitution had
acknowledged the link between health and security® At the turn of
the century, it was the increased attention given to “non-traditional”
or transnational threats such as climate change, pandemics,
terrorism, and cyber-attacks that brought pandemics back to the
UNSC agenda.'® At the UNSC in 2000, the United States argued
that human immunodeficiency viruses/acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome (HIV/AIDS) constituted a “critical security threat in
Africa.” As a result, Resolution 1308 was passed, but it was
limited to recognizing and expressing concern “at the potential
damaging impact of HIV/AIDS on the health of international
peacekeeping personnel” and requesting that the secretary-general
“take further steps towards the provision of training” for preventing
the spread of HIV/AIDS.!' It was a compromise reached after
several member states questioned the competence of the UNSC in
matters of global health.

In 2014, the Ebola outbreak in West Africa led to both a much
stronger response and the UN’s first emergency health mission—
but only after the initial failure of the national governments and
the WHO. In a letter addressed to the UNSC and UN General
Assembly!? Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon cited the need to pair
the WHO’s “strategic perspective with a very strong logistics and
operational capability”®® to establish the UN Mission for Ebola
Emergency Response (UNMEER) operation. The UNSC immediately
supported the decision with Resolution 2177. The resolution had
130 co-sponsors and determined that the West African epidemic
constituted “a threat to international peace and security.”**

Taking the Ebola epidemic to the UNSC was an acknowledgement
of the deficiencies of the regional and WHO responses, of the
severity of the perceived threat posed, and of the need for an
exceptional intervention. It also stirred up international cooperation,
including the deployment of the US 101st Airborne Division to
Liberia. According to Einsiedel and Malone, UNMEER was “a
testament to the focused, high-intensity leadership of the United
States.”®

The UNSC response to the 2014 Ebola crisis provides a stark
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contrast to the case of COVID-19. And yet, early and clear
warnings were also ignored until Ebola threatened the stability of
the affected countries and cases showed up in the United States.
When the WHO and affected countries proved incapable of dealing
with the outbreak, the secretary-general forced the creation of
UNMEER ! For critics, instead of being a testament to United
States leadership, Ebola demonstrated the asymmetries in the
North-South politics of global health emergencies, presenting “Africa
as a disease-ridden continent” and Ebola as “a crisis of security for
the West” that seemed to put Africans “in the same category as
politically motivated terrorists.”?”

Certainly, Ebola and UNMEER showed the WHOQO’s dependency on
the resources and interests of powerful states. The WHO has
prioritized the interests and the protection of states from the
Global North, partly because it has worked on the assumption that
disease contagion management and responses are more likely
required in the Global South, where “fragile states” and thus the
principal beneficiaries of its health cooperation activities are
supposed to be.’® COVID-19 exposed the working limits of the
assumption as it struck harder and faster inthe Global North, to
then spread everywhere. Perhaps more fundamentally, the WHO
was weak and underfunded by design, with only 20 per cent of
its US$2.5 billion annual budget guaranteed and free of the
strings of donors. Recognizing these historical limits at WHO
reform talks in Geneva in August 2020, the French and German
delegations circulated a joint paper that emphasized the need to
strengthen the organization, expressing concerns about its
insufficient financial resources, lack of legal powers, and excessive
external influences.’® The weaknesses—that is, the failings of the
rules, the procedures, and the mechanisms of global health
governance—reflect the underlying ambivalence of states “to
transferring substantial authority to an international body in matters
of potentially high political and sovereign importance.”® It is in
the context of the construction of these systemic constraints and
of competing state priorities that the WHO has struggled to assert
its authority and to incite global cooperation during the COVID-19
pandemic.?

As such, whether one talks of the Ebola crisis and UNMEER or of
COVID-19, the international politics of global pandemics are
emblematic of what Michael Barnett calls the sacrificial practices
of the liberal international order: a “hierarchy of humanity [that]
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translates into the relative value of human lives and the
determination of whose suffering matters more than others, the
effects of which often work through the market and are especially
visible during pandemics.”?? Barnett argues that all “international
orders demand their sacrifices” and that the liberal order “has a
difficult time recognizing its dead ...[as it is] built around the
belief in humanity and progress, in which all lives are equal and
deserving of equal care” and everyone shares the “duties and
responsibilities” of alleviating “unnecessary pain and suffering.”?
Unlike the Ebola crisis, however, COVID-19 arguably challenges
the international order. It also challenges, according to Barnett,
how the “discipline [of International Relations] chooses to
conceptualize international order”?.

The UNSC and COVID-19

At the UNSC in 2020, global health cooperation could have begun
with stronger support for the secretary-general’s call for a global
ceasefire. Warring parties in eleven countries responded positively
to the secretary-general’s proposal: (some) parties to conflict in
Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Colombia, Libya, Myanmar,
the Philippines, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Ukraine, and Yemen
welcomed calls to stop the fighting. While “the actual number of
conflict actors that have picked up on the ceasefire idea is a little
slippery,” had the UNSC endorsed the appeal, it could have
compelled warring parties and given momentum to peace talks.?
At the very least, it could have been a powerful symbolic gesture
and support for the multilateral management of the COVID-19
pandemic crisis.

In contrast to this vision, the UNSC embarrassed itself over what
should have been, in the end, a limited resolution that carried
little to no risk for the permanent five. Negotiations over a
supportive UNSC resolution were protracted largely due to PRC-
United States-Russia differences. The United States and Russia
were concerned about the ramifications of a global ceasefire for
their respective counter-terrorist operations in Iraq, Afghanistan,
and Syria. A much more important obstacle was the PRC-United
States disagreement over whether to include a reference to the
WHO, which turned into a petty blame game between the American
and Chinese governments.? The position of the then Trump
administration made clear that it had abdicated the established
United States position of global leadership, and that it conceived
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of the UN system as constraining instead of advancing United
States interests. Instead, the Trump administration used COVID-19
for partisan politics in the run-up to the 2020 presidential election.
Itblamed the PRC and the WHO for the global outbreak, announced
in July that it would leave the WHO in 2021, and “stymied any
multilateral response at the G-7, G-20, United Nations, and WHO.”#
Throughout, while the PRC worked hard to deflect international
criticism of its handling of the outbreak of COVID-19, it consistently
failed to offer a compelling narrative or rationale for Chinese
global leadership. During months of deliberation over the COVID-
19 response, both countries succeeded only in demonstrating their
inability or unwillingness to lead the UN system.2®

Ultimately, it took over three months to compose Resolution
2532. France and Tunisia, penholders to the resolution, worked
hard to make it happen. The resolution recognized that COVID-19
“is likely to endanger the maintenance of international peace and
security” and demanded a ceasefire and a humanitarian pause for
“at least 90 consecutive days.” The ceasefire did not apply,
however, to military operations against the Islamic State, Al Qaeda,
and associated groups.?® Resolution 2532’s call for a global ceasefire
is a historical first, but it will be quickly forgotten as the call went
largely unanswered.®®

Historically, since 1945, the UNSC has always been fraught with
fractures, tensions, and conflicting priorities between its five
permanent veto members, with arguably a hiatus under United
States leadership in the 1990s. In the twenty-first century, frictions
again became apparent in the lead-up to the 2003 American
invasion of Iraq. The global financial crisis of 2008-2009,
geopolitical power shifts, unending wars or invasions (Libya, Syria,
Crimea, Mali, Ukraine, Yemen, Iraq, and Afghanistan), and the rise
of populist and right-wing nationalist movements and governments
all have produced and exacerbated stresses on multilateral
organizations and practices. Yet, the failure of the UNSC to
respond to COVID-19 reflects not only the politics of the moment
but also the inequities thatare built into the organ. Specifically,
the permanent seats and veto powers were “designed to transform
a wartime alliance into a big power oligarchy” that does not
guarantee efficiency but durability-®! Or, in the words of Richard
Haass, “the major powers get the UN they want, not the one the
world needs.™?

The COVID-19 diplomatic debacle also exposes the structural
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problems that arise because of the centrality of the UNSC within
the UN system. In particular, the UNSC’s failure to support the
secretary-general’s call and (perhaps more fundamentally) to
coordinate a global response to the pandemic, highlights the
inequalities built within the UN system. One issue is the relationship
between the UNSC, the secretary-general, and the UNGA. On 2
April 2020, the UNGA followed in the footsteps of the secretary-
general by voting on a resolution reaffirming its commitment to
global solidarity and multilateral cooperation to fight COVID-19
and by calling upon the UN system to mobilize a coordinated
global response. Subsequent resolutions (74/274 of 20 April, 74/
306 and 74/307 of 11 September) and the special session on
COVID-19 of 3-4 December 2020 emphasized the need for a
collective response to the pandemic, contrasting sharply with the
internal politics of the UNSC. Under Charter rule, the secretary-
general and the General Assembly have the authority to call upon
the UNSC to fulfill its primary responsibility. In addition, the
secretary-general’s authority, under Article 99, can be used to
bring matters to the attention of the UNSC, while the General
Assembly could rely on its “Uniting for Peace Resolution” of 1950
to overcome a UNSC veto.’® Both options, while not without
challenges and political risk, do not necessitate reforming the
UNSC but could bring greater compliance with the principles and
purposes of the UN system and force the UNSC to act.

While such options might seem unlikely in the short term, the
UNGA December special session suggests the potential of these
kinds of responses and that they might become unavoidable in
light of the long-term economic impacts of the coronavirus.®* As
the COVID-19 pandemic continues to spread, notably in the
Global South, political struggles over global health cooperation,
distribution of medical resources and expertise (from masks to
vaccines), economic rescue packages, recovery and reconstruction,
and so on, will exacerbate patterns of global inequality,* potentially
causing instability and armed conflict. Years of progress in
vaccination, literacy, reducing malnutrition, and reducing child
mortality rates are atrisk of, and have already suffered, major
setbacks.’® And when the global economy goes into depression, the
inequalities inherent in systems of development aid, humanitarian
assistance, and global political economy will most likely be
increasingly challenged by Global South countries at the UNGA or
through various UN agencies.
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Giving the Nelson Mandela lecture, Secretary General Guterres did
not mince words: “COVID-19 has been likened to an x-ray, revealing
fractures in the fragile skeleton of the societies we have built. It
is exposing fallacies and falsehoods everywhere: The lie that free
markets can deliver healthcare for all; the fiction that unpaid care
work is not work; the delusion that we live in a post-racist world;
the myth that we are all in the same boat. Because while we are
all floating on the same sea, it’s clear that some are in superyachts
while others are clinging to drifting debris.”®” COVID-19, as the
precursor of larger shocks and as the “x-ray” of historical and current
structural inequalities, will be the biggest test for the UN system, for
the relevance and legitimacy of the UNSC, and for reimagining inter-
national order and cooperation.

Conclusion

Examining the international politics of COVID-19 through the lens of
the UNSC, one can conclude that much rests on the shoulders of United
States president-elect Joe Biden and his new administration. A change
in leadership at the White House will certainly transform the political
dynamics of the UNSC but not necessarily PRC-United States relations.
Moreover, a new United States administration will offer no solution to
the multiple crises of multilateralism that preceded the Trump
presidency if it sticks to previous policies, if all it can offer is some
better idea about the benefits of a United States-led, pre-COVID-19 or
pre-Trump, liberal international order. It is, after all, that liberal
international order that has led us to where we are today. There is no
going back to “normal” or to some pre-COVID-19 condition, partly
because the coronavirus will continue to kill and other viruses will
come, and partly because the world has already changed. The magnitude
and course of that transformation remain to be seen, but, most
importantly, claims about change must be handled with care. Some
will claim that everything has changed to make sure that nothing
changes, that power structures and relations are sustained.

The COVID-19 debates at the UNSC underline the construction of an
international order and UN system that are built upon and reproduce
inequalities and structures in which, to use the words of Secretary-
General Guterres, “the legacy of colonialism still reverberates.”® In
this context, and considering the time frame needed to respond to
pandemics and climate change, is it too radical to consider the possibility
that the UNGA could again become a site to challenge the legacies of
colonialism and its associated inequalities as it did in 1974 with its
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Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic
Order? Can we reimagine the world? International Relations theory is
bad at imagining a world beyond or different from the dichotomies of
international war and international cooper-ation, of chaos and order,
of political realism and idealism.% In light of the failures of the UNSC
to deal with COVID-19, and in the context of the bigger challenge that
climate change represents, debating UNSC reforms would be a
waste of time if it is to simply reproduce the same conceptualization
and workings of the international order. It is far from clear if the
UN system—as a whole that includes the ideals of the Charter’s
preamble—can challenge and change the global structures on
which it was built. But one thing is clear: the UNSC is not where
one will find the seeds of change, new ways to reimagine the
world, or alternatives for encouraging global cooperation.
Advocating for a mere tinkering of the international structures
from which our major problems arise is insufficient. We need to
be more radical in our thoughts and actions.
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