6.1986 UNSC Triple Veto - International Relation

1. Context

1. On April 23,1986, a rare instance of a "triple veto” occurred when three permanent members blocked
a resolution condemning the United States’ air strikes on Libya.

2. This episode remains a primary example of power politics overriding majority will, highlighting the
structural asymmetry of global governance.

3. The incident crystallizes fundamental debates about legitimacy, effectiveness, and reform of the UN
Security Council.

2. About the 1986 Incident

The Catalyst - Operation El Dorado Canyon

1. The United States conducted military strikes against Libya following the bombing of a West Berlin
(Germany) discotheque.

2. The discotheque bombing killed three people including two American servicemen and injured over
200.

3. The US attributed the attack to Libyan state-sponsored terrorism under Muammar Gaddafi's regime.

4. Operation El Dorado Canyon involved coordinated air strikes on Libyan targets including military
installations and alleged terrorist training camps.

The Draft Resolution

1. Introduced by countries aligned with the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) representing developing
nations’ perspective.

2. The resolution sought to formally condemn the military action as violation of international law and
Libyan sovereignty.

3. Characterized US strikes as disproportionate use of force and unilateral military intervention.

The Voting Outcome

1. The resolution received nine affirmative votes fulfilling the minimum requirement for adoption under
UNSC rules.

2. This represented clear majority support from the 15-member council.

3. Demonstrated broad international consensus against the US military action.

The Exercise of Veto

1. Despite majority support, the United States, United Kingdom, and France simultaneously exercised
their veto power.

2. This rare "triple veto’ from three permanent members acting in concert blocked the resolution.

3. UK and France aligned with US position reflecting Cold War Western alliance dynamics.

3. About United Nations Security Council (UNSC)

Nature and Mandate

1. The UNSC is one of the six principal organs of the United Nations established under UN Charter.

2. Tasked with maintaining international peace and security as primary responsibility organ.

3. Authorizes peacekeeping operations deploying troops to conflict zones.

4. Imposes sanctions including economic embargoes, arms embargoes, and travel bans.

Composition and Decision-Making

Total Members - 15

. 5 Permanent members (P5) with veto power and indefinite tenure.

2. 10 non-permanent members elected by General Assembly for two-year terms without possibility of
immediate re-election.

The Permanent Five (P5)

1. United States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, and China representing victorious powers of World
War Il

2. Only members possessing veto power over substantive resolutions.



The Decision Rule

1. Adoption of substantive resolutions requires at least 9 affirmative votes out of 15 members.
2. AND the absence of a veto by any P5 member making veto absolute block.

3. Procedural matters require only 9 votes without veto power applicable.

4. The Veto Power - Origin and Rationale

Definition

1. The veto power allows any P5 nation to block substantive resolutions regardless of majority support.

2. Single permanent member can prevent Security Council action even if 14 other members support it.

Strategic Rationale

1. While often criticized as undemocratic, it was established post-World War Il with specific strategic
rationale.

The Veto Mechanism

1. Under Article 27 of the UN Charter, all substantive decisions require the concurring votes of the
permanent members.

2. "Concurring votes" interpreted as absence of negative vote meaning abstention does not constitute
veto.

Strategic Privilege

1. The veto was established to ensure that the UN would not authorize actions that could lead to a
direct military confrontation between the world's major nuclear powers.

2. Prevents UN from becoming tool forcing nuclear powers into unwanted military conflicts.

Great Power Inclusion

1. Ensures major powers remain within the UN framework rather than abandoning it.

2. Prevents them from bypassing the system through unilateralism which would render UN irrelevant.

3. League of Nations failed partly because major powers withdrew; veto keeps them engaged.

Stability Mechanism

1. Reduces the risk of direct confrontation among nuclear-armed powers contributing to global
stability.

2. Forces major powers to negotiate rather than confront each other through UN resolutions.

Consensus Principle

1.  Embodies the principle of great power consensus in international decision-making.

2. Reflects realist view that international order depends on cooperation among most powerful states.

5. Legal Basis of the Veto

Charter Provision (Article 27)

1. Article 27 of the UN Charter governs UNSC voting procedures.

2. Requires 9 affirmative votes plus concurrence of permanent members for substantive decisions.

3. This dual requirement gives P5 members privileged position.

Interpretation of Concurrence

1. The term "concurrence” has been interpreted as absence of a negative vote through practice and
precedent.

2. Meaning any P5 member can block a resolution through veto by voting "no.”

3. Abstention by P5 member does not constitute veto allowing resolution to pass.

4. This interpretation established early in UN history has become accepted practice.

Procedural vs Substantive Distinction

1. A critical distinction exists between procedural matters and substantive matters.

2. Procedural matters require only 9 votes with no veto applicable ensuring deliberation cannot be
blocked.

3. Substantive matters subject to veto allowing decisions to be controlled by P5.

4. However, classification of matters as procedural or substantive is itself subject to manipulation.

Party to Dispute Clause



Article 27(3) expects a party to a dispute to abstain in certain cases under Chapter VI (Pacific
Settlement of Disputes).

Intended to prevent self-interested use of veto in disputes involving permanent members.
However, this has had limited practical impact on restraining veto use as members rarely comply
voluntarily.

Legality vs Legitimacy

1.
2.
3.

The veto is legally valid under UN Charter making its exercise lawful.
But normatively contested as many view it as fundamentally undemocratic and unjust.
Reflects system that prioritizes great-power consensus over majority rule and sovereign equality.

Entrenchment via Article 108

1.
2.

3.

Article 108 governs UN Charter amendment procedure making veto reform extraordinarily difficult.
Any Charter amendment requires ratification by all P5 members effectively giving them veto over
reform itself.

This creates "veto on veto reform” ensuring P5 can block any attempt to limit their privilege.

Double Veto Mechanism

1.

2
3.
4.
6

The "Double Veto" exploits ambiguity in the United Nations Charter on procedural versus substantive
matters.

A P5 member can first veto the classification of matter as procedural blocking initial vote.

Then veto the substantive resolution itself ensuring complete control over agenda and outcomes.
This mechanism provides additional layer of P5 control beyond simple veto power.

. The Veto Power - Stability vs. Stagnation

The Case for the Veto
Prevents Great Power Conflict

1.
2.

3.

Ensures the UN does not authorize actions that could lead to direct war between nuclear powers.
Given nuclear weapons’ destructive potential, preventing great power war is paramount security
concern.

Veto prevents UN from becoming battlefield for proxy conflicts between major powers.

Institutional Realism

1.

2.
3.
(o
1.

2.
3.

Acknowledges that the UN needs the participation of the most powerful nations to remain viable.
Without veto, major powers might withdraw making UN irrelevant.
Pragmatic recognition that international order requires great power cooperation.

onsensus Building
In theory, it forces P5 members to negotiate middle-ground solutions to avoid total stalemate.
Encourages diplomatic compromise and behind-scenes negotiations.
Can lead to more durable solutions when consensus is genuinely achieved.

The Case Against the Veto
Democratic Deficit

1.

2.
3.

A single nation (or trio, as in 1986) can nullify the will of the majority undermining democratic
legitimacy.

Violates principle of sovereign equality enshrined in Article 2(1) of UN Charter.

Creates two-tier system with privileged and non-privileged members.

Geopolitical Paralysis

1.

3.
4.

The Council often becomes ineffective during humanitarian crises if a P5 member or its ally is party
to the conflict.

Examples include Syria were Russia and China vetoed resolutions despite hundreds of thousands of
deaths.

Ukraine conflict where Russia’s permanent membership prevents effective UN response.

Rwanda genocide where veto threat prevented robust intervention.

Anachronistic Structure



The P5 reflects the world of 1945 when these were undisputed victorious powers of World War II.

Fails to account for the rise of Global South powers including India, Brazil, South Africa, and Nigeria.

Excludes entire continents like Africa and Latin America from permanent representation.

Does not reflect current economic, demographic, or geopolitical realities.

.Modern Update - The "Veto Initiative" (2022)

Background

1. A significant improvisation in global governance occurred in April 2022 to address veto
accountability challenges.

2. Adopted as UNGA Resolution 76/262 titled "Standing mandate for a General Assembly debate when
a veto is cast in the Security Council.”

The Resolution

1. The UN General Assembly now mandates that whenever a veto is cast, the Assembly must meet
within 10 working days.

2. This creates automatic procedural consequence for veto exercise.

Accountability Mechanism

1.  The P5 member who used the veto must appear before the General Assembly to justify their decision.

2. Increases transparency by forcing public explanation of veto rationale.

3. Creates moral pressure through public scrutiny even without legal enforcement.

4. Does not prevent veto but increases political cost by requiring justification.

Limitations

1. General Assembly has no power to overturn Security Council vetoes maintaining existing legal
structure.

2. Relies on reputational pressure rather than binding enforcement.

3. Effectiveness depends on P5 members caring about international opinion.

8. India's Perspective and Reform Advocacy

Historical Context

1. As a founding member of United Nations and a leading voice for the Global South, India has
consistently advocated for UNSC reform.

2. India views the 1986 triple veto as evidence that the UNSC is structurally imbalanced favoring
Western interests.

The G4 Initiative

1. India partners with Germany, Japan, and Brazil to push for expansion of permanent membership.

2. These four countries represent major economies, significant populations, and substantial UN
contributions.

3. Collectively advocate for adding at least six permanent seats including two for Africa.

L.69 Group Leadership

1. Beyond G4, India leads the L.69 Group comprising 40+ developing nations from Asia, Africa, Latin
America, and Small Island Developing States.

2. Advocates Global South representation reflecting push for equitable multilateralism and democratic
global governance.

3. Broader coalition than G4 emphasizing developing world's collective interests.

Core Demands

1. India advocates for permanent representation for emerging economies recognizing contemporary
global power distribution.

2. Reform of the veto system including restricting its use in cases of mass atrocities and crimes against
humanity.

3. Some proposals include "responsibility not to veto® in situations involving genocide or humanitarian
catastrophes.

The Strategic Argument

N AN



. India asserts that for the UNSC to remain relevant, it must reflect contemporary geopolitical realities.

2. Provide equitable representation for the developing world which constitutes majority of humanity.

3. Current structure undermines UNSC legitimacy and effectiveness by excluding major powers and
entire regions.

9. Way Forward
Building Reform Momentum
1. Continue diplomatic pressure through G4 and L.69 coalitions.
2. leverage 2022 Veto Initiative as stepping stone toward deeper reforms.
3. Build broader consensus including African Union's Ezulwini Consensus.
Incremental Changes
1. If comprehensive reform proves impossible, pursue incremental improvements.
2. Expand non-permanent membership first as less controversial.
3. Codify veto restraint in specific circumstances through voluntary commitments.
Demonstrating Credentials
1. India continues contributing to UN peacekeeping with over 275,000 personnel deployed since 1948.
2. Llead on global issues like climate change, sustainable development, and digital governance.
3. Strengthen case through responsible international conduct.
10. Conclusion

The 1986 UNSC triple veto highlights enduring tension between power and democratic principles
in global governance. Three Western permanent members blocked majority will demonstrating
structural asymmetry favouring P5. It underscores urgent need for more representative, accountable,
and effective Security Council. Must align with 2Ist-century realities rather than post-World War I
legacies. While veto served purpose in preventing great power conflicts, it increasingly paralyzes UN in
face of contemporary challenges. Reform remains difficult due to P5's entrenched privileges but growing
pressure from Global South may eventually force change. 2022 Veto Initiative represents progress
though limited, increasing accountability without removing veto itself.
Source - https -//indianexpress.com/article/opinion/40-years-ago/40-years-ago-april=23-1986-unsc-
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