
Germany as a Non-permanent Member at the UN Security Council - An Evaluation 

In the past two years, the German government was represented as a non-permanent member at the 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC). Despite a closely defined scope reserved for non-

permanent members at the SC, the European middle power managed to introduce new momentum 

and nuances to already established policy concepts, as well as introducing new ones. Following the 

departure of Germany from the SC and with the beginning of the new year the inventories and 

analyzes start, particularly with regard to the perception of Germany by its international partners 

at the UN. 

The last public meeting of the SC on International peacebuilding just before Christmas, gave the 

outgoing German Ambassador to the United Nations, Peter Wittig, once again the opportunity to 

thank the German partners for the excellent cooperation within the Security Council – with a subtle 

tone of melancholy in his voice. Wittig can be sure of his popularity among colleagues in the 

diplomatic circles of New York City. He is regarded as an "extraordinarily competent", "objective", 

"humble" and "very kind" representative. Many regret his departure and appreciate the 

ambassador’s savoir vivre, a feature they have been missing within the German Foreign Minister 

Guido Westerwelle at times. 

In the last two years, Germany's attention at the SC was focused on the topics Afghanistan, children 

and armed conflict, the non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, as well as climate and 

security. At first glance, not all of the issues politically charged but of required long-term 

sustainability. 

1) Afghanistan 

Germany's commitment to Afghanistan in the Security Council during the years of 2011 and 2012 

as a multilateral partner in the international community was focused at avoiding for the still 

instable country at the Hindu Kush becoming a safe haven for international terrorists again. The 

international community helps Afghanistan in the ongoing reconstruction and the protection of the 

Afghan people by establishing a stable democracy and state sovereignty. The German Federal 

Government is helping to reconstruct the police force, the army and civil society. 

Within the Security Council in January 2011, Germany was transferred the management of the 

Afghanistan file. The German Federal Government was responsible for conducting the negotiations 

on all resolutions on Afghanistan at the expert level, as well as coordinating the Afghanistan related 

discussions in the Security Council. Former Ambassador Peter Wittig was able to present a 

particular success during his last press conference in New York in December: "Germany has 

implemented the review process of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) in order to 

modify this mission for current and future challenges." 

2) Children and Armed Conflict 

"The global protection of human rights is very important to the German government," Peter Wittig 

explained during his last press conference. The election of Germany to the UN Human Rights 

Council in November helped as an international vote of confidence. Germany supported the 



protection of children in armed conflict at the SC and was able to present a success there, too: The 

establishment of a "Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict", the only humanitarian body of 

its kind in the SC. 

Furthermore, Germany accomplished the inclusion of armed rebel groups that attack schools and 

hospitals in the "name and shame" list of UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon. 

3) Al-Qaida/Taliban Sanctions Committee 

During the German presidency of the Al-Qaida and Taliban Sanctions Committee, the importance of 

political sanctions as a UN tool underwent inventory as well as quality control. Particularly with 

respect to the amorphous nature of international terrorism and sustained, international criticism of 

the sanctions regime, it was useful to examine whether the current UN sanctions are still effective. 

For this purpose, the Al-Qaida and Taliban body was separated and two different bodies were 

created, since both organizations require individual response mechanisms. Resolution 1989 

contains a "global sanctions list" for individuals and organizations that are to be connected to Al 

Qaeda.  

With UNSCR 1988 Sanctions a new committee was created entailing a Taliban sanctions list that is 

limited to Afghanistan. The decision’s motivation is an effort by the Afghan government and some 

states, including the United States, to reach a negotiated settlement with the Taliban in the 

Afghanistan conflict. A division of the sanctions lists seemed necessary in order to being able to 

treat the groups separately. Talking with people on the so-called "Consolidated List" that presents 

them not only by name, but also links persons of concern to one of the terrorist groups, is 

prohibited. The goal of the "Consolidated List" is to punish individuals with sanctions instead of 

large sections of the population, as this is often the principle for sanctions against countries. The 

sanctions include travel restrictions, asset freeze and arms embargo. The sanctions are viewed as 

preventive measures in order for terrorist attacks to be prevented. 

The "Consolidated List" came under international pressure, because the reasons for the listing of 

people can sometimes seem arbitrary. Once listed, people have suffered enormous restrictions in 

their personal right to freedom and hardly have a chance to be taken off the list. In 2006, the 

Security Council made adjustments due to vehement, international human rights concerns. 

"The introduction of an ombudsperson into the Al Qaeda committee will not only strengthen the 

body but can later serve as a model for other sanction committees," UN Ambassador Peter Wittig 

explained in December. The ombudsperson can be approached by people who feel that they have 

been wrongly accused of having terrorist links. The current ombudsperson Kimberley Prost 

receives complaints and makes recommendations to the Committee. The adjustments on the part of 

the Security Council were still widely considered insufficient and the criticism largely remains the 

same. 

 

 



 

4) Non-proliferation of weapons-of-mass-destruction, disarmament 

Issues of non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and disarmament played an important 

role for Germany during the non-permanent membership in the Security Council. 

Germany has contributed to prevent the transfer of WMD´s to non-state actors and heads a team 

within the committee responsible, pursuant to Resolution 1540. 

In particular, the issue of disarmament caused a controversial debate in Germany. The fact that 

Germany is one of the leading conventional arms traders is for many experts and politicians from 

the opposition parties in the German parliament incompatible with the goal of disarmament. In her 

article "Historical failure", SPD deputy Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul writes, “The German 

government was planning on sending signals towards global disarmament. Instead, they 

participated in regional arms races in both the Middle East and Latin America. You cannot soften 

restrictive arms export regulations back home as that makes you internationally untrustworthy. " 

In 2010, Germany´s world market share of the lucrative arms trade was about eleven percent, 

which makes them the third largest global arms trader after the U.S. and Russia. Exports to 

problematic countries that didn´t meet the criteria for arms exports were subject of criticism. 

The War Weapons Control Act, the Arms Export Policy of the German Federal Government, as well 

as the common position on exports of military equipment and technology on EU level are the 

guidelines for German arms exports. Considered are the situation of human rights and regional 

stability in the importing countries. According to the "German Society for the United Nations" 

German arms manufacturers received approvals to 48 countries with a critical human rights 

situation in 2010, and to 49 countries with internal armed conflicts. 

The annual report of the human rights organization Amnesty International from 2012 describes 

that "Weapons from Germany may have contributed to unjust regimes on human rights violations." 

Amnesty's General Secretary in Germany, Wolfgang Grenz criticized, "We note that geo-strategic 

and economic considerations seem unfortunately often more important than human rights." 

Munitions that were exported to Egypt, Libya, Bahrain and Yemen, may have been used against 

peaceful demonstrators. Also mentioned in the report is the fact that the government had agreed in 

July 2011 to supply around 200 Leopard-2-tanks to Saudi Arabia. According to the report human 

rights abuses are happening in Saudi Arabia quite regularly. 

MPhil in International Relations from Oxford University, Andrew Reddie sees arms exports as part 

of Realpolitik, "Arms sales are political reality for many industrialized nations, and given the global 

recession right now are probably even harder to address or regulate at the moment." 

On the other hand, the German Federal Government involved itself vehemently in the negotiations 

of a global, contractual regulation of the international arms market. 



The UN Conference on the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) in July of last year failed because of the lack of 

consensus of the 193 participating countries, particularly the United States and Russia. 

According to the treaty each country would have to prove, whether "serious human rights 

violations" may be committed with the weaponry supplied. In that case, the sale would have to be 

stopped. 

Nevertheless, the proposed rules of the ATT were also occasionally viewed critical in Germany. 

Michael Schmidt wrote in the daily newspaper, Der Tagesspiegel and in Die Zeit, "Preferably no 

contract than this one." "The agreement would have established global standards, which undercut 

those of Europe. European standards in turn undercut the German ones. On behalf of the equality of 

competition these relatively strict guidelines set by the treaty would have been fought fiercely by 

the German armament industry and as a result watered down,” Schmidt explained. 

5) Climate and Security 

As "personal success" Peter Wittig, former German ambassador to the UN, views the fact that global 

security concerns, caused by climate change have now become part of the SC´s agenda. Many UN 

experts find that to be a questionable decision. They don’t want to see the sometimes thematically 

overloaded SC augmented by another complex problem. 

6) Libya 

If anything became the bête noire of the German non-permanent membership to the SC, the German 

abstention to the Libya resolution would be the subject in question.    

At the time, considering the urgency and the brutality with which Libyan dictator Muammar 

Gaddafi took action against his own people, the German position appeared absurd to many experts 

in Germany, the USA, and Europe. The Süddeutsche Zeitung wrote, "Gaddafi is taking murderous 

action against his own people. (...) Can abstention be a German position under these circumstances? 

No. Germany needed to agree. Abstention is a non-position as it relates to dictators. Westerwelle 

argues shockingly naive when he states that there are so many troubled regions all over the world, 

naming Sudan, Bahrain and the Ivory Coast. Germany “can’t help everywhere”, even "if it's 

heartbreaking," Westerwelle reasons." The leader of the Green Party in the European Parliament, 

Daniel Cohn-Bendit, couldn’t relate to his own party at the time.  The Green Party, traditionally an 

anti-war-party was supporting the abstention.  Finally German Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle 

suddenly seemed to be in collaboration with Germany’s party Die Linke (The Left), a party that is 

politically somewhat questionable.  

The situation in Libya required a rapid, unified intervention and the international disappointment 

by Germany, “The accidental Empire” as the English daily paper The Guardian recently headlined, 

was in many places interpreted as a lack of visible leadership, with an attached longer-term image 

problem. 

Belinda Cooper, assistant professor at New York University (NYU) and Columbia University in the 

fields of global politics and human rights explained that she understands a certain historically 



related reluctance “flexing the military muscle” in matters of war and peace. "Conservatism is 

expected," Cooper explains. Nevertheless, "If Germany wants to be an adequate, political 

counterpart to the U.S. in the future, than the international community has to be able to rely on a 

less hesitant partner also when it comes to military interventions." 

"Surprising," is how Mark Lagon of the Council on Foreign Relations views Germany’s abstention on 

the Libya resolution. "Particularly in view of the consequences that could have had for the concept 

of the Responsibility to Protect with regard to the safety of the Libyan people," Lagon adds.  

Robert Zuber of the UN based NGO "Global Action to Prevent War" explains, "I would have wished 

for Germany to initiate and conduct a review process after the SC´s decision on Libya. Germany had 

voiced concerns with their abstention, without offering an alternative. That is not enough. " 

In contrast the political scientist Gunther Hellmann from the German university of Frankfurt finds 

the German abstention "comprehensible". "I could not relate to the massive criticism in Germany  at 

the time. Especially in light of the German experience in Afghanistan. Despite the fact that a German, 

permanent seat in the SC has never been realistic."  

Volker Lehmann of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) in the New York City branch evaluates the 

decision similarly: "I think the German debate is a bit too full of itself regarding to the Libya 

abstention. Fortunately, the situation in Libya has developed much better than generally assumed. 

Many people have understood that the decision was then influenced by domestic political 

considerations. While Germany is deviated from the European line, it still remained a constructive 

partner, if you look at Syria, for example." 

7) Assessment 

The impression that the two-year performance of the German Federal Government left in the SC is 

sound, sober – and occasionally with a lack of courage. Nobody put their head above the parapet the 

German Federal Government focused mainly on “consensus issues” as Nicola Wermer, from the 

office of the German Green MP Tom Koenigs, former UN Special Representative for Afghanistan and 

Head of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), points out. Germany staid 

out of it at a time when it would have been necessary to show visible leadership, considering the 

increasing plentitude of power and influence, Germany is showing within Europe. Libya became, for 

many, Germany´s “signature” for the past two years at the SC. 

Federal Foreign Minister Westerwelle and Chancellor Angela Merkel were at that time agreed that 

they are not approving a German participation in the enforcement of the no-fly zone, particularly 

not before important state elections. A risky military operation, due to the international 

responsibility to protect is politically not feasible in Germany and a hard sell to the German public. 

So much for the exterior view. 

Political reality at the UN headquarters is naturally more complex. The scope for a non-permanent 

member of the Security Council is relatively closely defined, especially with the very obvious 

dominance of the permanent five members. The situation in Syria is a current example. The UN 



Security Council veto powers Russia and China are blocking to date a decisive concerted action by 

the international community to safeguard their own, national interests. And national interests play 

a big part for all UN members. It's merely a question of how favorably a nation is able to position 

itself within the UN system in order to implement its agenda.  

"The permanent five members ensure that smaller governments understand that any inquiries or 

the initiation of review processes can have consequences. The smaller member states in the SC 

always carry a risk if they publically and politically offend one of the permanent members ", Robert 

Zuber of GAPW explains. 

Because of this obvious imbalance, an SC reform has been discussed for a long time span, without 

any considerable results. Subject to modification are the membership principles, the veto of the five 

permanent members, regional representation, the size of the future SC and its working methods. 

The Security Council reform will require the approval of at least two-thirds of the Member States 

and all the permanent members who have the right of veto. These realities make an SC reform in 

the near future seem unattainable. 

"This reform is not about to happen any time soon," says Martin Binder from the Science Center for 

Social Research (WZB) in Berlin, Germany. Binder also finds the ongoing debate about a permanent 

seat for Germany in the SC plainly unrealistic. "And why would Germany deserve that seat,” Binder 

wonders. "We are filling spot number 49 of the troop-contributing countries to UN peacekeeping 

operations. I believe that we are not necessarily a pioneer for permanent membership." 

Successes in the UN context are often not defined by the interference of international forces, as a 

solution of acute conflict, although that is often the most visible work of the UN. But the results of 

long, complex negotiations in the various bodies with sometimes minimal direct effect, but long-

term results. A fact which is not always sufficiently acknowledged in Germany, neither by experts, 

nor by the German press. "The German public´s concern with UN topics is at most of microscopic 

nature. Then there are the expert groups and even they are not always fully informed,” German 

political scientist Gunther Hellmann explains. "I think it would be important that the Federal 

Government and the German press present the UN more efficiently at home," agrees Martin Binder 

from WZB Berlin, Germany. 

All these aspects should be part of a fair assessment of the German performance at the SC. But they 

should not obscure the fact that Germany is more and more in a position of greater international 

responsibility. In his last press conference the former German UN Ambassador Peter Wittig once 

more asserted the German commitment to multilateralism and a policy that is based on partnership 

rather than unilateral action. 

Nevertheless, taking sometimes enormous political risks and the willingness to share 

responsibilities when the international community is requesting it, is also an expression of credible 

multilateralism. 

 


