
 

 

The UAE’s membership of the UN Security Council is both symbolic and significant 

By Dennis Sammut 

Last week the General Assembly of the United Nations elected the United Arab Emirates to serve a 

two-year term as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council in 2022 and 2023. 

Despite all the changes that have taken place in the world in the last seventy-five years, the United 

Nations Security Council remains the world’s top body, the final arbiter of global issues. It is made up 

of five permanent members: China, France, Russia, UK and USA, and ten non-permanent members 

that serve two-year terms. 

The election of the UAE to the world’s top table, in the year when it is celebrating the fifty years of its 

foundation is both symbolic and significant. 

For the leadership of the UAE it represents the cherry on the cake. When it was founded in 1971 the 

UAE appeared a somewhat artificial construct, conceived in haste by the British as they prepared to 

leave the region. The visionary and astute leadership of the UAE’s first president, Sheikh Zayed bin 

Sultan al Nahyan helped forge the nation together, creating the identity of the “emirati” that is today 

recognised and respected in the region and beyond. 

When UAE served previously on the UN Security Council for the first and only time, in the years 1986-

87, not only was the world a different place, but the country itself was still finding its feet. It had 

already garnered the respect of many countries in the international community, but it shied away 

from controversy and difficult decisions.  

A very different UAE will take its seat at the world’s top table on 1 January 2022. Over the last fifteen 

years the UAE has transformed into a significant regional and international actor, with an ability to 

project power, diplomatically, economically and militarily, combining a mix of financial clout, astute 

leadership, and cutting edge technology. This is due largely to the determination of Sheikh 

Mohammed bin Zayed, the Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi who has shaped this huge transformation. 

What the UN Security Council membership signifies is that the UAE is now also ready to become a 

leading diplomatic actor. Which is why this is not only a symbolic event, but also a significant one. 

The world is at one of those moments in history where dramatic changes can already be seen on the 

horizon, but no one is quite sure of what they are and what their consequences will be. The next five 

years are like to hugely influence, if not determine, how the next two or three decades will play out. 

The pandemic, destructive as it has been in many ways, also forced everyone to think harder about 

what really matters, and about how to secure a better future. Security, economic prosperity, 

environmental sustainability, health and education and values have emerged as the five pillars on 

which the future is to be build. On some of these issues there is in the world unanimity, on others a 

dangerous rift that is likely to become wider. The role of the UN Security Council in this moment in 

time has never been more significant, which is why this is also a very timely moment for the UAE to 

be part of it. 

A more diplomatically active UAE can be a force for good in the region and in the world. Strategic 

location, proper resources; talented people and wise leadership can turn Abu Dhabi into a global 

diplomatic hub, in the same way that Dubai managed to turn itself into a global commercial hub. The 

combined dynamics of the two will guarantee that the UAE is recognised as one of the leading 

countries of the world. Membership of the UN Security Council in 2022 and 2023 can be a significant 

launchpad for such ambition. 



 

 

UN Security Council membership will however also bring with it responsibility. As the ultimate 

guarantor for global peace and security the Security Council has big challenges ahead: managing the 

new rivalry between the west and China; addressing the increasingly dangerous tensions in the Indo-

Pacific region; addressing Russia’s assertiveness in its neighbourhood, and dealing with the fluid but 

significant threat that radicalisation, be it religious or ideological, continues to pose, threatening  

fragile countries in Africa and beyond. The UAE has good relations with most countries, and 

problematic relations with a few. The less of the latter the better if the UAE is to play a full role in 

contributing to regional and world peace. There are also other challenges, such as climate change 

which require global action. The UAE already has a good record as a leader in the search for innovative 

solutions to our huge environmental challenges. Here too, the UAE will use its experience when 

decisions need to be taken by the world’s leading body. 

It is significant, that prior to its election, the UAE issued a statement in which it  promised to be “a 

constructive partner” in addressing some of the “critical challenges of our time”, including promoting 

gender equality, countering terrorism and extremism and “harnessing the potential of innovation for 

peace”. 

There will however also be a point where choices have to be made, between good and bad, and here 

no country should shy away  from making the right decision. The UAE knows very well who its friends 

are, and for sure will, with its vote around the table of the Security Council, and in other ways, make 

the right decision when needed. 
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