CANADA’S FAILED CAMPAIGN
FOR THE UN SECURITY
COUNCIL: 10 UNANSWERED
QUESTIONS
Adam Chapnick
For the first time since 1946, Canada failed in its decennial bid for a two-year term
on the UN Security Council. The Prime Minister personally made Canada’s case in
two speeches to the General Assembly, to no avail. Canada fell 21 votes short of
Foreign Affairs estimates before the vote, and 13 votes short of the two-thirds
majority required to win the election on the first ballot. On the second round,
Canada’s support collapsed, and Foreign Affairs Minister Lawrence Cannon
withdrew our candidacy. Adam Chapnick asks 10 pertinent and unanswered
questions about why Canada’s bid failed.
Pour la première fois depuis 1946, le Canada a échoué dans sa tentative décennale
d’obtenir un mandat de deux ans au Conseil de sécurité de l’ONU. C’est donc en
vain que Stephen Harper aura personnellement fait valoir la candidature du Canada
à l’occasion de deux discours prononcés devant l’Assemblée générale. Avant le vote,
le Canada n’a pu gagner 21 des appuis sur lesquels comptait le ministère canadien
des Affaires étrangères, et au premier tour, il a obtenu 13 votes de moins que la
majorité des deux tiers requise pour l’emporter. Ses appuis s’étant effondré au
second tour, le ministre Lawrence Cannon a annoncé le retrait de la candidature
canadienne. Revenant sur cet échec, Adam Chapnick soulève 10 intéressantes
questions restées jusqu’ici sans réponse.

C

anada’s failure to obtain a seat on the 2011-12 UN
Security Council has generated an emotional
response among the general public that is highly
unusual in matters of foreign policy. (In the 2008 federal
election, Canada’s political leaders held two televised
debates, neither of which dealt with foreign policy at all.)
Regardless of whether Canadians are disappointed with the
lack of success in obtaining a council seat, or whether they
are proud of the government for being unwilling, to paraphrase the Prime Minister, to compromise Canadian principles to satisfy the wants of rogue UN members, the quantity
of debate and the passion associated with the results of the
election campaign are unusual in a country whose political
concerns are generally inwardly focused.
While many analysts have offered assessments of what
went wrong (or right), for the most part, few have been asking the questions that might move Canada forward as the
public’s interest subsides. This article, therefore, offers ten
questions that are worthy of further exploration.
Question 1: There should be no denying that the campaign was a failure. Sources close to Foreign Affairs Minister

Lawrence Cannon noted that Canada had secured written
promises of 135 votes (8 more than Ottawa needed to be
elected to the council on the first ballot), and yet in the first
round of voting, only 114 states supported Canada’s candidacy. In the second round, that number dropped to 78. So
what went wrong?
Analysts who claim to have the definitive answer
should not be trusted. There is simply no way to measure
the impact of the variety of administrative factors that
might or might not have played a critical role in a vote that
was taken by secret ballot. One can, however, wonder
about a number of things: Did having three ministers in
less than five years deprive Foreign Affairs and
International Trade of the continuity of leadership necessary to pursue a prestigious international position effectively? Did Canada’s foreign service officials fail in their duty
to speak truth to power and warn the government that
Ottawa’s campaign was in trouble? Did the officials even
know that there was a problem? Did the Canadian government’s decision to campaign for a seat without an explicit
platform — a tactic that could be considered either a break
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Canadians need to find a way to
themselves sufficiently harmful to
from the successful campaign for the
reward their political leaders for putcause approximately 50 international
1999-2000 seat or a return to the
ting the national interest ahead of
delegations to choose Portugal over
approach of previous campaigns —
petty partisanship. Until we do so, we
Canada in the second round of ballothurt or help? Did cuts to the hospitalare bound to experience more of these
ing, Ottawa announced that, over the
ity budget of Canada’s permanent repshort-sighted, unnecessarily harmful
last five years, it had pursued a princiresentative to the UN, John McNee,
political interventions.
pled approach to foreign policy, and
make a difference?
Certainly, the failure of the camQuestion 3: What was Foreign that if certain countries were uncomfortable with such principles and had
paign is a problem. Perhaps more
Minister Cannon thinking when he
punished Canada by not electing it to
important, however, is that Canadians
met with national representatives to
the council, then so be it. But if elechave shown little interest in determinthe UN just days before the council
toral defeat was an acceptable loss,
ing the causes of that failure that
election and discussed Ignatieff’s
why did the government make the
might be dealt with in the future.
comments?
campaign a strategic priority in the
If,
by
demonstrating
the
lack
of
Question 2: About a week before
first place?
unity behind Canada’s bid for a counthe election last October 12, Liberal
Clearly, the government did not
cil seat, Ignatieff’s musings were so
Opposition Leader Michael Ignatieff
consider the defeat an acceptable loss
detrimental, why did Foreign Minister
joined a chorus of left-leaning
until after it had taken place, which
Cannon make sure that every internaactivists in questioning whether,
leads to another critical problem in the
tional delegate knew about them?
based on the last five years of
contemporary Canadian political enviIndeed, one would assume that if the
Conservative activity on the world
ronment: somehow, it has become
appearance of national cohesion was
stage, Canada in fact deserved a seat
impossible to admit a mistake. Rather
important, Cannon would have either
on the council in 2011. What could he
than conceding that the Canadian
(1) gone out of his way to avoid any
possibly have been thinking in makcampaign was ineffective and seeking
discussion of Ignatieff or (2) reached
ing comments that so blatantly underto figure out why, Ottawa went out of
out to the Liberal leader in an effort to
mined Ottawa’s candidacy?
its way to provide excuses. Why is
smooth over any domestic conflict in
Was Ignatieff trying to court the
making a mistake such a problem? Has
advance of the vote.
radicals? This would have been a rather
the Canadian public set standards for
It is most unlikely that Cannon
foolish idea since extremists rarely vote
its political leaders that are simply
would deliberately sabotage Canada’s
Liberal. Was he following the advice of
impossible to fill? Or have Canada’s
election campaign. Ruling this out, it
members of his communications team
leaders underestimated the public’s
is difficult to understand his motivawho have emphasized repeatedly that
capacity to understand that mistakes
tions, unless one comes to the ugly
the Liberals must differentiate themselves
from
the
Conservatives if they hope Ignatieff clearly failed to realize that the council seat was
to convince Canadians that Canada’s, not the Conservatives’, and that in compromising
they should form a govern- his country’s image abroad, he was not just hurting the
ment? Perhaps, but differenConservative Party.
tiating oneself on foreign
are made, and that good governments
policy hardly makes sense politically,
conclusion that excessive partisanship
and strong leaders learn from them?
seeing as when the election finally
has become so much a part of the concomes, few Canadians will be making
duct of contemporary Canadian poliQuestion 5: Given the governtheir decision based on the Liberals’
tics that either Cannon could not help
ment’s recent effort to host the G8 and
view of the Security Council.
himself, or he felt powerless to ignore
G20, an initiative that cost Canadians
What is clear is that Ignatieff was
speaking notes from the Prime
close to $1 billion, how can Ottawa
not thinking about Canada’s national
Minister’s Office ordering him to
now claim that a seat on the Security
interests. There is no way to explain
behave in such an inexplicable manCouncil in 2011-12 was not critical to
how airing the nation’s dirty laundry
ner. Again, then, the politics of
Canadian national interests?
on the world stage could possibly
Canadian foreign policy appear to be
Among the justifications for hostadvance Canada’s international posiout of control, and few Canadians
ing the international summits were
tion. Moreover, Ignatieff clearly failed
seem to be asking what it will take to
the benefits that would be incurred by
to realize that the council seat was
stop the situation from getting even
Canada because of its active leadership
Canada’s, not the Conservatives’, and
worse.
in international diplomacy and
that in compromising his country’s
Question 4: Shortly after the because of the access Canadian negoimage abroad, he was not just hurting
tiators would have to the most powerPrime Minister’s Office stopped sugthe Conservative Party.
ful world leaders. With this argument
gesting that Ignatieff’s comments were
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Canada’s failed campaign for the UN Security Council: 10 unanswered questions

Jason Ransom, PMO

Prime Minister Stephen Harper makes the case for Canada’s membership on the Security Council in one of two speeches to the UN General
Assembly in September. For the first time since 1946 in bidding for a two-year term on the Security Council, Canada came up short, finishing
third behind Germany and Portugal in a two-horse race.

in mind, one might consider the composition of the Security Council in
2011. Members will include representatives from the US, the UK, Russia,
China, France, Brazil, India, Germany,
South Africa, Colombia and Nigeria.
In the present Security Council
group are all of the BRIC countries, six
nuclear powers, the leaders of NATO,
eight G20 members, including five of
the last six chairs, more than half of the
G8, arguably the two most powerful
states in Africa and the most powerful
state in South America. How can the
government justify the extraordinary
expenditures that supported meetings

of the G8 and the G20 and then argue
at the same time that weekly, if not
daily, meetings with the countries mentioned above are not important?
Perhaps the answer is that Ottawa
cannot do so, credibly. Membership on
the Security Council is important, just
as hosting the G8 and G20 was a good,
albeit expensive, decision. Countries
like Canada, which lack the capacity to
impose their will on the international
community through brute military
power, benefit from multilateral venues circumscribed by a set of norms
that tend to limit great-power bullying. Just as Canada’s economic inter-

ests are better served by its active
involvement in the G8 and G20,
Canada’s security interests would be
better served by consistent access to
the representatives of the 2011
Security Council.
Question 6: Moving beyond
Canada’s own circumstances, there are
international ramifications of the election results worthy of more significant
consideration. First, coming into the
election, most experts were quite certain that a German seat on the council
was guaranteed. After all, Germany
was the third-ranked contributor to
the UN’s budget, was active in
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would be doing Canadians a disservice
if it did not analyze the Portuguese
campaign in detail.
Question 8: Some would question whether any of questions 1
through 7 matter. Does it really make a

cant decisions on international security
when Canada — the seventh-largest
contributor to the organization, and a
country with an interest and willingness to contribute actively to the promotion of international security — was
available as an alternative?
States that have been
In the present Security Council group are all of the BRIC
disappointed
with
countries, six nuclear powers, the leaders of NATO, eight G20
Canadian foreign policy of
members, including five of the last six chairs, more than half
late had a legitimate means
of the G8, arguably the two most powerful states in Africa
of expressing that discontent without compromising
and the most powerful state in South America.
the credibility of the UN
election process. They could have
minimum 127 that were necessary to
difference to Canadian interests if
rejected Canada in the first round of
obtain a seat. So what happened?
Ottawa is absent from the Security
balloting — marking the first time
Did the Germans run a poor camCouncil debates?
since 1946 that Ottawa had not been
paign? Was Chancellor Angela
In this case, both opponents and
successful in its first opportunity —
Merkel’s decision to allow her deputy
supporters of the UN can make reasonand then elected Canada in the runoff.
to address the General Assembly in her
able arguments. When it comes to
That so many members of the internaplace shortly before the vote so offenquestions of security, at the strategic
tional community supported Portugal
sive to the General Assembly that
level, having Portugal on the council
in the second round is a regrettable
anticipated supporters changed their
instead of Canada should not make a
reminder of how far away from effecminds? Does Germany have critics of
significant difference. The great-power
tive global governance the internawhom popular analysts of internationveto will not be affected, Portugal and
tional community remains.
al affairs are not aware? Had Canada
Canada would likely vote similarly on
The problem with the theory of
been successful in its campaign,
the majority of issues facing the counglobal governance is not the UN; if the
Germany’s vote total would likely have
cil, and Canada’s contribution to UN
international community were to disbeen major news. It still should be.
initiatives will not be affected signifiband the organization, in time the forcantly
by
its
exclusion.
Question 7: On paper, Portugal
mer members would inevitably create
At the diplomatic level, however,
was an improbable choice for the
a remarkably similar body to replace it.
the difference is likely more significouncil. Its economy is not strong and
The problem is the states themselves.
cant, even if one must concede that
it therefore has little that it can conUntil certain members of the internathere is no absolute way to measure it.
tribute to issues of international secutional community come to accept that
Relationships still matter in the 21st
rity. So what exactly did the
diplomacy requires give and take, and
Portuguese do right? And what lessons
century, and traditional methods of
that pandering to a domestic audience
can Ottawa take from their success for
international diplomacy, while no
on the world stage might gain points
future Canadian campaigns?
longer sufficient to advance a state’s
at home but ultimately leads to greater
Indeed, there is tremendous irony
national interests, still make an imporglobal insecurity, neither the UN nor
in the Portuguese argument for a place
tant contribution to the development
any other multilateral body will delivon the council. To paraphrase,
and implementation of foreign policy.
er the results that the disillusioned
Portugal maintained that small, strugIt follows that the missed opportunity
expect. The UN is a space that allows
gling states needed a voice, and the
for Canada to connect regularly with
representatives of the international
General Assembly should therefore
so many powerful countries is a big
community to come together. It
elect Portugal, a state whose primary
one. One can never be certain of when
remains up to those representatives to
contribution would be direct evidence
Canada will need allies in the future,
make the system work.
of the struggles being experienced by
and missing a chance to sit on the
so many others. With what was at best
Security Council clearly deprives
Question 10: Finally, where does
a flimsy argument, given the seriousOttawa of a means of cultivating diploCanada go from here?
ness of the challenges faced by the
matic relationships.
The following two suggestions are
Security Council, the Portuguese manadmittedly
much easier said than
Question 9: How can any internaaged to convince over 100 nations of
done. First, it is incumbent upon the
tionally oriented state take the UN
their worthiness. As it becomes
government to admit that something
General Assembly seriously after it
increasingly difficult to win election to
went wrong. There is simply no good
chose to appoint Portugal to a council
the council, the federal government
reason that Canada should have failed
with the responsibility to take signifiAfghanistan and in peacekeeping
throughout the world and had not
alienated any particularly influential
bloc of countries. Nevertheless, when
the election took place, Germany
received just 1 vote more than the
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to win a seat on the Security Council.
Ottawa had close to a decade to plan
and execute its campaign. It had
greater resources than Portugal. It had
experience and expertise both within
and outside of the government that
should have been co-opted into the
process.
Admitting that something went
wrong is integral to the process of
beginning to ask the questions necessary to move forward. Is it Canada’s
diplomatic posture that should be
adjusted, for example? Or is it the
communication network between the
public service and the minister of foreign affairs that is not meeting expectations? And how important should
obtaining a seat on the Security
Council be in terms of Canada’s international priorities in the future?
Second, the electoral failure, and
especially the partisan divisions that it
has encouraged, are evidence of the
need for Canadians to take a more
mature and less partisan approach to
foreign policy in the future. The

Conservatives inherited a campaign
for a council seat that they were not
particularly excited about from their
Liberal predecessors. It is fairly clear
that there was no continuity after the
change of government even though
Canada’s national strategic interests
should not be affected by the party in
power. If Canadians wish to have an
international policy that is effective
and makes a difference, they will have
to develop a framework that can be
supported by both legitimate governing parties. Such consistency will make
Canada a better ally, a better diplomatic associate and a better development
assistance partner.
Since these suggestions will likely
be branded as unrealistic by the political class, one can only hope that
some smaller steps are taken. For
instance, Ottawa must stop taking
pride in its diplomatic failure, and the
opposition must desist from using
that failure to accentuate the differences
between
Liberal
and
Conservative approaches to foreign

policy. Moreover, if the leaderships on
both sides are not ready to ask the
hard questions, then they could at
least move on to bigger issues. For
one, is the Department of Foreign
Affairs and International Trade properly equipped to lead Canada’s international policy-making apparatus in
the 21st century? It does not seem to
be. Perhaps it is time for a parliamentary, if not a national, dialogue about
the future of diplomacy.
In summary, Canada’s unsuccessful Security Council campaign can and
should be used to illustrate to the
Canadian public that international
policy is not easy, and that compromises often do have to be made. Until
politics stops getting in the way of
good policy decisions, however, it is
difficult to envisage real progress.
Adam Chapnick is deputy director of
education at the Canadian Forces College
in Toronto and author of The Middle
Power Project: Canada and the
Founding of the United Nations.
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