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Visuals are the most important part 
of virtual meetings . Images of Arria-
formula meetings on security concerns 
in the European region

UN Security Council team in Tallinn 
heading to the studio where the Arria-
formula meeting on human rights in 
Belarus was held on 4 September 
2020

Final preparations for the Arria-formula 
meeting on Crimea in March 2021 at 
the Tallinn Creative Hub
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The Arria-formula meeting focusing on 
the situation in Crimea has just ended 
on 12 March 2021

Estonia and Norway affirmed their
readiness to take up the role of
penholder for Afghanistan at the
Security Council Arria-formula meeting
on Afghanistan that was held on 22
November 2020

The team in New York after the 
successful Arria-formula meeting on 
Afghanistan on 20 November 2020
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We also briefed young people on UN 
issues. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
in co-operation with the Estonian 
National Youth Council and MONDO, 
the civil society organisation dedicated 
to development cooperation, 
humanitarian aid, and global citizen 
education, organised a seminar 
for youth, including a simulation of 
Security Council meeting in June 2021

Ingrid Amer, Director of the Middle 
East, Africa, and Latin America 
Division, and Kadi Metsandi, Director 
of the Development Cooperation and 
Humanitarian Aid Division, talk about the 
activities of Estonia at the UN and the 
situation of youth in the world at a public 
lecture in November 2021 organised in 
co-operation with Narva College of the 
University of Tartu. Estonian UN Youth 
Delegate Linda Luts also contributed to 
the success of this event

Estonia's elected membership in the UN Security Council is about to end soon.  
President Karis thanks the team in New York in December 2021
Photo: Office of the President
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Sven Jürgenson, 
Permanent Representative to the 
UN: Our world has undoubtedly 
expanded thanks to the UN 
Security Council

Ambassador Sven Jürgenson has been the Permanent 
Representative of the Republic of Estonia to the United Nations 
since August 2015. He joined the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as early 
as in 1991, and he was already familiar with the United Nations – he 
had represented Estonia as an ambassador in the UN in 1998–2000. 
Thus, an experienced diplomat led the team in New York during 
Estonia’s membership in the Security Council. However, what actually 
happened in those two years to the UN Security Council put even the 
most experienced people to the test, as they had to overcome many 
surprises. Ambassador Jürgenson can honestly say that Estonia 
passed this test with flying colours – we are more experienced and 
stronger than before and Estonia has established itself as an efficient, 
innovative, and reliable country at the heart of world diplomacy.

Interview with Ambassador Sven Jürgenson by Erik Moora

Erik Moora (EM): The aim of our conversation is to summarise the 
membership of Estonia in the UN Security Council, to talk about 
the lessons learned during this period, and to draw conclusions. 
What was it like compared to what you thought the day before our 
membership began?

Sven Jürgenson (SJ): I was already familiar with the work of the United 
Nations and I had also closely witnessed several other major events in 
the foreign policy of Estonia, such as joining the European Union and 
NATO, yet I was really surprised by the scale of the work done by the 
United Nations Security Council. I had seen the work of the various UN 
bodies very closely as President of the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) and Vice-President of the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC). In my imagination, the Security Council was another 
one of the many UN bodies, just a little bigger than others were. 

The doubts raised in the debate about the pros and cons of applying for 
the membership of the Council did not materialise. It is not true that a 
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small country has nothing to do in the Security Council or that an elected 
member has no influence. Estonia has benefitted immensely from the 
experience of its membership. On the one hand, we gained substantive 
experience in resolving global conflicts, and on the other, established close 
relations with members of the Security Council. Membership enabled 
contacts and cooperation with countries with which it probably would 
not otherwise have been possible. Most importantly, relations with our 
closest and most important allies – the United States, France, and the 
United Kingdom – have become significantly stronger.

Was the membership as we expected? Well, in this world, unexpected 
things happen all the time. The start of our membership in January 2020 
was remarkable. I woke up on the morning of 3 January and, as usual, 
immediately grabbed my phone. The first thing I saw was a report that 
the United States had killed the Iranian General Soleimani. I remember 
saying to myself, ‘Welcome!’ At the same time, the Security Council 
started discussing the issue of cross-border humanitarian aid to Syria 
and many other important topics. To paraphrase former US Secretary 
of Defence Donald Rumsfeld: there were both known unknowns and 
unknown unknowns. When we became the penholder for Afghanistan 
at the Security Council in 2021, no one could have expected what 
happened in August.

It naturally depends on the approach of each country, but in general, 
membership of the Security Council is very intensive and laborious. 
Dozens of parties affected by ongoing conflicts are constantly involved 
and members are in intensive contact with all of them. 

EM: You said that everything was much bigger than you had thought. 
What do you mean by ‘bigger’?

SJ: It is hard to explain, you just feel it. Separation, for example: it is quite 
clearly a family within a family. Comparing our two-year experience of 
the Security Council with our six-month presidency of the Council of the 
European Union, it would be like travelling by train to Tartu versus to 
Moscow. Or, as a more modern example, one was like flying to Helsinki 
and the other was like flying to New York.

Looking at the geographical and substantive distribution of the conflicts 
that the Security Council has to deal with, there was constant commu-
nication with the parties to the conflicts and other interested countries. 
Even psychologically, it was extremely intense. At the same time, the 
work in the Security Council was also extremely motivating, with the 
exceptionally awesome team at our mission playing a major role. We 
supported and encouraged each other, took the initiative, came up with 
new ideas and solutions, and got things done.
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EM: Can you give some specific examples of what we gained from 
the experience as an elected member of the Council in terms of our 
foreign relations and foreign service?

SJ: Our world has undoubtedly become larger thanks to our mem-
bership in the Security Council, including what we achieved during the 
campaign. A good example is the state visit of President Kersti Kaljulaid 
to Kenya in September 2021, which was also the last state visit of her 
term. Would it have been conceivable if we had not been members of 
the Council? Definitely not.

Throughout the campaign, we had the approach that one-on-one 
communication with the countries will benefit us in any case, whether 
or not we end up on the Security Council. We got this approach from 
the Swedes – our campaign team visited them to learn about their 
experience. The Swedes pointed out that the campaign provides an 
opportunity to go to places in the world where we would not otherwise 
go, to broaden our horizon, and to establish valuable contacts. We have 
had this opportunity all along, but perhaps countries, like people, are a 
little lazy by nature – we need something to motivate us to get out of 
the comfort zone. We had decided that we would not just go to the 
African and Pacific countries to ask for support for our candidacy, but 
that we would also find real content for the meetings that would pave 
the way for follow-up activities. The main thing we could use as a trump 
card was the readiness of Estonia to share its experience in building 
e-governance. For example, the e-Governance Academy currently has 
cooperation projects with more than 120 countries.

The prestige and visibility of Estonia that we gained while on the Security 
Council cannot be underestimated. It is difficult to put on record how 
Estonia is currently viewed at the UN and the sentences used to desc-
ribe our membership in the Security Council. I have never heard such 
recognition and superlatives as our team received in the Security Council. 
The good reputation that developed here for Estonia is of immeasurable 
value. Many now want to learn from our experience – more and more 
countries want to meet with us to talk about this topic.

Is there any real benefit to the work of the UN Security Council?

EM: Are the members of the Council actually looking for solutions 
to the problems and conflicts on their agenda? Or rather, would you 
say it is a diplomatic game in which the countries are trying to push 
the wording that suits them into statements, without really trying 
to solve the problems?

SJ: If you ask whether the countries in the Security Council are actually 
looking for solutions to tensions and conflicts or whether they are just 
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playing a game based on biased interests, examples can be seen of 
both. On the one hand, solutions are being sought in good faith, and on 
the other, geopolitical interests are colliding. We also felt the limitations 
of the Council, as we did not actually resolve any conflicts in the two 
years of membership.

However, two aspects need to be borne in mind. On the one hand, we 
have to realise how the world functions. It cannot be said that the United 
Nations or the Security Council cannot do their job or that it is pointless. 
The Security Council has 15 members and United Nations has a total of 
193 countries. It is like criticising the parliament. The representative body 
cannot be better than the group it represents. Being a cynic by nature, 
I know that the United Nations offers a lot of ammunition to cynics. For 
example, one might ask what the point of statements, speeches, and 
everything else is, regardless of whether we are talking about Ethiopia, 
Sudan, or something else. However, we know that the parties to the 
conflict are always watching what we decide and say in the Council, 
noticing every little nuance, so it cannot be said that it is pointless – why 
else would they watch it so closely?

The work of the Security Council has two distinct components. The 
most time-consuming are the regular thematic meetings resulting 
from the resolutions. For example, the situation in Syria is discussed 
three times a month. The other part of the work is the decisions of the 
Council that create international law, be it resolutions or statements by 
the President. In addition, press statements have a definite role to play 
in shaping opinions. The United Nations does not have real powers to 
execute its decisions, such as a military, but if a country is not complying 
with Council resolutions, the global community and members of the 
Security Council can and will react.

The most negative realisation in the Security Council was that there 
are crises in the world for which it is extremely difficult to come up with 
any solution. Take the Middle East, for example – no one can say which 
solution would end the conflict and satisfy both parties. What was equally 
frustrating was the fact that in crises where the solution seemed tangible, 
such as Yemen and Myanmar, still no solution was found. The situation 
of Tigray in Ethiopia intensified during our membership. These are the 
moments that make you want to say, ‘God damn it, we should be able 
to solve the problems there’, but unfortunately…

The oil tanker Safer off the coast of Yemen in the Red Sea has been a 
leakage risk for some time. In January 2020, when Estonia started its 
membership, there was a meeting on Yemen. For the second year in a 
row, we are discussing how UN experts can go to assess the situation. 
In addition, engineers should be sent to the tanker to eliminate the risk 
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of leakage, but this has not been done. This means that the tanker is 
simply crumbling there. The environmental pollution caused by the oil 
spill would be catastrophic. The oil tanker is, of course, a big object, but if 
we compare the crisis in the Middle East and Afghanistan, the question 
arises as to why we cannot solve such a relatively simple issue. Things 
like this frustrate me. The only positive example is Libya, where the 
peace process is ongoing, but here, too, there is a risk that the conflict 
could break out again at any moment.

EM: Did we try to describe the time spent in the Security Council and 
the initiatives of Estonia in numbers?

SJ: Estonia was one of the most active elected members of the Security 
Council of all time. We took part in all kinds of processes and discus-
sions. During these two years, more than 800 memos were written 
about what we were working on – more than one a day. A total of 114 
resolutions were adopted. In addition, there were press statements and 
other outputs. We were very active in the Security Council, which, in my 
opinion, is the only right course of action for a small country. We get 
such an opportunity once a generation and we must make the most 
of it. After all, no one obliged us to be the penholders for Afghanistan 
and two resolutions related to Libya.

One way to be active in the UN Security Council is to use our presidency 
to raise issues that are a priority for us alongside scheduled meetings. 
Estonia held the presidency of the Council during the busiest months, in 
May 2020 and June 2021. Despite the busy agenda, we held high-level 
open debates on issues such as children and armed conflict and cyber-
security, a completely new topic that required a great deal of effort to 
bring to the Council. It is also possible to hold informal discussions in the 
so-called Arria formula on topics that cannot be dealt with in the official 

The two years as an elected member of the UN Security Council gave 
Estonia and our diplomats a unique experience that must be used in the best 
possible way to further shape and protect our foreign and security policy 
interests. We have entered a very turbulent time internationally: authoritarian 
regimes, most notably the permanent members of the Security Council, 
Russia and China, are trying to shake up the current rules-based world order. 
In this high-risk environment, it is particularly important that our diplomats 
are highly motivated and well-versed in their work. 
 
Marko Mihkelson 
Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Parliament
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format of the Council. Estonia actively used this opportunity to convene 
meetings on issues important to us, such as Ukraine and Belarus. Thirdly, 
it is possible to raise issues under "any other business", which we used 
to draw attention to cyber attacks on Georgia, for example.

Estonian diplomats always took the initiative and actively looked for ways 
to get something done, and they always helped and supported each 
other, thanks to which they managed to do everything they set out to 
do. Although our team here in New York was three times larger than 
usual at the time of our membership (more than 20 people in total), we 
still had a small team compared to other countries. However, we were 
extremely motivated.

Relations between the permanent and elected members of the 
Security Council

EM: I got the impression from other interviews conducted for this 
book that not all permanent members are happy with the initiatives 
and activities of the elected members. Did we get on anybody’s 
nerves by being so active?

SJ: The Council noticed that we were very active and it is true that 
all permanent members may not have liked it. There is a widespread 
perception that elected members are kept busy with sanctions com-
mittees and thereby, away from interfering in major issues. However, it 
should not be forgotten that three of the five permanent members of 
the Security Council are our important allies. In most cases, our initiatives 
were welcome because they supported the position of our allies.

Still, there were a few cases that caused tensions. Following the last 
physical meeting of the Security Council on 12 March 2020, when the 
entire United Nations was ‘locked up’ due to the coronavirus pandemic, 
preparations began for a Security Council resolution to support the call 
of the Secretary-General for a humanitarian ceasefire. However, the 
adoption of the Security Council resolution in support of this call did 
not progress due to the disagreement between China and the United 
States over how the virus should be named and whether or not the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) should be mentioned in the text. The 
resolution submitted by France and Tunisia was deadlocked for more 
than three months. During the first Estonian Presidency in May 2020, we 
took the initiative and put together an alternative wording with Germany. 
Our compromise text was much more concise, deliberately omitting 
references to the virus and the WHO. The purpose of the resolution 
was to give the clear support of the Security Council for the call of the 
Secretary-General for a ceasefire.

Unexpected circumstances suddenly began to play a role that I did not 



137V Summary of the membership of the UN Security Council and next steps

quite perceive initially. Namely, it turned out that the issue of ownership 
of solutions is very important for the states both in the Security Council 
and in the UN in general. The activities of states are often driven by 
an overwhelming desire to be visible and to leave a mark. There are 
many countries, whose goal in the Security Council is to come up with 
a resolution at all costs. Estonia did not have such a goal. We held the 
presidency in May and considered it necessary to deal with the pande-
mic in the context of the conflicts, so we tried to find a way out of the 
stalemate. In retrospect, I am absolutely convinced that even if there 
was any bitterness, the original authors of the resolution agree that our 
move helped to break the stalemate. I suspect that the United States 
and China may not have been too happy about the fact that someone 
from the outside was proposing such an initiative.

As an active state, we looked for opportunities to take on additional 
responsibilities as a penholder. Our efforts were successful: together 
with Norway, in 2021, we were responsible for coordinating discussions 
and mediating negotiations on Afghanistan in the Council. We started 
working on the topic on 1 January 2021, but frankly, we did not think 
that Afghanistan would become the number one topic of international 
attention that summer and stay that way for a long time. We had agreed 
on certain measurable criteria with Norway by which we assessed the 
situation in Afghanistan. We kept an eye on what was happening in 
the country and had decided that if the situation got worse, we would 
start a discussion in the Security Council and make proposals for going 
forward. We did exactly that.

EM: Did the relatively obvious hostility of President Trump towards 
Europe and the leading European countries somehow affect the 
work of the Security Council?

SJ: In the pre-membership debate, one of the counter-arguments was 
that membership of the Security Council puts Estonia in a situation 
where we have to start choosing sides on issues where the EU and 

When Estonia and Norway took up the role of penholder for 
Afghanistan at the beginning of 2021, no one knew that it would 
be an extremely challenging year. Norwegian ambassador Mona 
Juul and Estonian ambassador Sven Jürgenson enjoyed excellent 
cooperation on Afghanistan in 2021 
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the US have different views. Such topics did end up on the agenda, 
but far less than we feared – I only remember two. One was the Iran 
nuclear deal (JCPOA), from which the US withdrew during the Trump 
administration, while the EU considered the deal to be in force. Another 
area was the Middle East, where EU and US positions may not always 
overlap. These contradictions have diminished significantly since the 
new US administration. Estonia tried to be balanced and constructive 
on these issues, although it was not always easy due to our domestic 
political situation in the past. As a small country, we do not have direct 
interests in the Security Council in relation to these conflicts. Instead, our 
interests are primarily based on values. From our point of view, democracy 
and human rights are extremely important and they have been proven 
in practice to be the best mechanism for conflict prevention.

EM: Describe the dynamics between European countries. Brexit, i.e. 
the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union, 
took place during our membership. How did this affect the work of 
the Security Council?

SJ: European cooperation in New York was very good. When we joined 
in January 2020, five of the 15 members of the Security Council were 
from the European Union. We clearly felt united, for example, in drafting 
press statements, which were presented to the public after important 
decisions. One of the countries of the European Union is always the 
briefer of the month. This country arranges for all EU members to have 
an up-to-date overview of what is happening in the Security Council.

We were working towards keeping other like-minded countries informed, 
such as Norway and even the United Kingdom, whose values had remai-
ned the same despite Brexit. The EU+ cooperation group emerged, with 
the participation of like-minded European countries and sometimes also 
the United States. We have innovatively sought to find solutions where 
the EU and its values are more strongly represented. Our coordination 
was very close. I created a WhatsApp group of representatives of the 
European Union, consisting at first of five countries and then three. We 
also included the head of the EU delegation, who is not a member of 
the Security Council. Being able to express the views of the European 
Union together adds to our influence.

The role and opportunities of an elected member of the Security 
Council

EM: In general, what are the strategies of the elected members? 
Estonia took a very active approach, trying to be very constructive and 
visible. Is it common? Have the other elected members done the same?

SJ: The ambitions of the countries elected to the Security Council for 
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two years are different. It is possible to pass these two years by doing 
the minimum. Estonia, however, decided to make the most of it: to be 
active and use all opportunities to find common solutions. The Africa 
Group had three members in the Security Council who often made joint 
statements. At the same time, the countries of the European Union have 
not reached joint statements in the Security Council, largely due to the 
position of France as a permanent member of the Council, even though 
they are, in a general context, very committed Europeans.

Some countries decide to speak up and intervene in the negotiations 
regardless of the subject. Estonia, on the other hand, tried to be const-
ructive both when we made proposals and when we had nothing to 
add – in the latter case, we simply did not say anything. We have excelled 
and gained recognition for being active but constructive, adhering to our 
values and being solution-oriented.

EM: Were we able to adhere to our initial priorities and goals? Looking 
back, did they help us or did they prove irrelevant because we had 
to deal with other issues?

SJ: We knew that despite the plans, all sorts of issues had to be add-
ressed in the Security Council. We were able to keep the focus on our 
priorities. When we set these priorities before membership, we had no 
idea about how they could actually be implemented in the Security 
Council. We thought that the issues that were important to us would 
be covered through all kinds of signature events and meetings, but we 
soon realised that all priorities could be mentioned in our speeches every 
day, be it human rights, international law, accountability, women’s rights, 
cybersecurity, or security concerns in our region: Ukraine, Belarus, and 
Georgia. Estonia was able to keep all its priorities, both value-based 
and interest-based, on the agenda. These issues would not have been 
discussed in the Security Council if Estonia had not kept bringing them 
up. Our consistency was noticed and acknowledged.

EM: Let us talk a little bit about COVID-19 and the virtual work and 
forms of work typical of the pandemic. What did this experience teach 
us? How did Estonia manage in the Security Council in such conditions?

SJ: The normal work of the United Nations, including the Security 
Council, came to a halt for the first time on 12 March 2020 due to the 
coronavirus restrictions. Although the length of the break was unknown 
at the time, we immediately started testing our video platform. The first 
virtual meetings of the Security Council took place during the Chinese 
Presidency in March. During the Presidency of the Dominican Republic 
in April, the Security Council was able to continue with an almost full 
programme, and when Estonia took over the Presidency in May, virtual 
meetings had become the norm and we were able to continue with the 
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full programme. At the same time, Russia insisted that video meetings 
should not be considered formal meetings. We developed the voting sys-
tem and thought through the entire logistics of the meetings. Our working 
methods were adopted and were also used by the next presidencies.

What made Estonia stand out the most was the platform of our virtual 
meetings. There is a special technical platform for official meetings at 
the UN but it is not available for other meetings. When we organised 
the first Arria-formula meeting on 8 May 2020, we decided to establish 
the image of Estonia as a successful digital state and do something 
more extravagant and bigger than before. We came up with the idea of 
convening the Security Council meeting to mark the anniversary of the 
end of the Second World War, which would highlight the importance of 
this event for the world as a whole, and not as a Russian propaganda 
event, as is often the case on 9 May. It is, after all, much better to have a 
debate that looks to a shared future instead of dividing us. We succeeded 
and everything went according to plan. In addition, as a result of the 
meetings, which were held at a very high professional level, the company 
that provided the technical solution caught international attention.

I would like to point out that in our dealings with the members of the 
Security Council, we were like one family – the contradictions of the 
countries were not transferred to personal relations. Although our views 
with Russia have been quite different, in the middle of the above-men-
tioned event in May, I received a message of appreciation from my 
Russian colleague, who jokingly offered that Estonia could take over 
the organisation of all the virtual meetings of the UN Security Council 
because we are so good at it. Organising such virtual events was labo-
rious and expensive for both the mission and the headquarters, but we 
were undoubtedly impressive and memorable. We were able to take 
advantage of the difficult situation caused by the health crisis.

EM: What is different about the presidency of the Security Council 
compared to, for example, the presidency of the Council of the EU?

SJ: The presidency of the Council of the European Union was a diffe-
rent undertaking in the sense that it involved the whole country. The 
president of the Security Council is, in principle, in charge of all the work 
and activities of the Council for one month. All the member states of 
the Council hold the presidency for one month in alphabetical order. 
We started preparations several months earlier to put together a work 
programme in cooperation with the Council Secretariat. In general, the 
presidency is a logistical exercise, as almost 80% of the agenda is filled 
by regular meetings, which have to be added to the calendar based on 
the date, time, etc. All of this must be discussed with the member states. 
This means that you have to put together a programme of work first 
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and then find the briefers. The challenge is that the president must be 
neutral, mediate between different views, and ultimately be responsible 
for everything.

For example, we had to organise a briefing on chemical weapons in 
Syria, where the problem was that the West wanted Fernando Arias, the 
director of the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, 
as the speaker, but Russia was firmly opposed. We had to find a way 
to adopt the the programme of work. In the end, the Russian ambas-
sador offered a compromise, we left the matter open and were able to 
adopt the programme. Another example is the penultimate day of our 
presidency, when the United Kingdom requested a meeting on Hong 
Kong. I was on the phone with the Chinese ambassador at two o’clock 
in the morning and the secretariat was also working to find a solution 
to this issue. I am extremely grateful to our excellent team of lawyers 
who contributed tremendously to our work. The meeting took place, the 
British were satisfied, and the Chinese also came along with the plan. As 
the president, we overcame this difficult situation extremely well. These 
are the types of things that the president has to deal with. It also has to 
organise briefings for other member states, NGOs, and the press, as well 
as be responsible for many other tasks. The months of our presidency 
were very intense – the stress and the workload were enormous.

EM: How will we use the experience of the Security Council in the 
future and how will it affect our work at the global level?

SJ: I would like to highlight two aspects: one is how we will continue 
with our priorities when we are no longer a member of the Security 
Council. In some ways, this is not a difficult task. Although there are far 
fewer opportunities outside the Security Council, the UN has a number 
of different bodies in which we can play an active role, such as UNICEF, 
which is dedicated to the issues of children. Hopefully, Estonia will be 
able to get the position of the president of UNICEF in the future. I think 
this is an issue that we should keep on the agenda as much as possible.

The other aspect is the experience that our people have gained thanks 
to Estonia's elected membership in the Security Council. That was also 
one of the arguments of our campaign. This experience is not just the 
experience of working in the United Nations; and the knowledge of 
the organisation; it is the experience of intensive work, the experience 
of cooperation and communication, and the experience of taking res-
ponsibility. The motivation of the people on our team was absolutely 
extraordinary and I saw in these people everything a diplomat needs. It 
is now important for Estonia to be able to evaluate this experience and 
to put these people to the best possible use to benefit both the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and the Estonian state as a whole. 
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In conclusion 

Rein Tammsaar 
Undersecretary for Political Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

The first membership of Estonia in the UN Security Council is now 
history. This book adds the colourful memories and impressions of 
several diplomats and officials who had the main responsibility in 
this work to the new and important chapter of our diplomacy. I am 
sure that this book will not be left to gather dust because the shared 
experience and observations will benefit not only archivists, but also 
a new generation of diplomats in free Estonia, who will promptly start 
preparing for the next membership of Estonia in the UN Security 
Council, which will hopefully take place in 2050–2051 at the latest. It 
will also definitely be an interesting read for good friends and partners 
of Estonia in the world, who supported us both in our aspirations for 
membership and in the work of the Security Council.

When we started our Security Council campaign in 2005, we had an 
idea of what we would do when we got there based on the foreign 
and security policy priorities of Estonia. However, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs together with many partners developed our strategic 
goals only when we were standing on the threshold of the Security 
Council as an incoming member in 2019. Firstly, we were determined 
to stand up for a rules-based liberal world and international law, at the 
heart of which is the United Nations. Having common rules, norms, 
and agreements in international relations that apply to big and small 
countries equally has always been and remains our goal. We opposed 
the use of military force, including in the heart of Europe, by all legal 
and diplomatic means, and drew the attention of the international 
community to the protection of human rights in crises. Secondly, we 
had a strategic vision that we could use the Security Council period 
to strengthen relations with our allies so that we would never again 
find ourselves standing alone in geopolitical draughts. Thirdly, we 
took into account that the work in the Security Council strengthens 
the image of Estonia as an advocate for international law and human 
rights norms, as well as a digitally developed and trustworthy country 
that supports multilateral diplomacy.
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We were probably a little idealistic because, in the end, we faced a 
gloomy reality with tensions in international relations soaring and the 
world around us becoming a more anxious place than it had been in 
the last 30 years. Still, we were able to live up to our commitments 
and our goals, despite the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic also 
hit the Security Council. Estonia was able to apply its experience, 
knowledge, and skills here, for example by organising high-level and 
high-quality virtual meetings that were very well received in the UN 
Security Council.

The United Nations is the backbone of a rules-based international 
order, and it is in our interest for this backbone to be as strong as 
possible. We did our best to ensure this in 2020–2021. Both the 
campaign for the Security Council membership and the membership 
itself provided the Estonian state and our diplomats with invaluable 
experience, which we will certainly be able to apply in the UN and 
other international organisations or at other negotiating tables. Even 
before our membership in the Security Council, European and global 
security, the situation of women and children in conflict, and cyber-
security were important issues for us. I believe that, building on the 
experience gained from the Council, our work in this area will continue 
and become even more professional.

International organisations and multilateral diplomacy forums allow 
small states to play a more important role in the international arena 
than their size objectively allows. Consequently, the work in the UN 
Security Council has helped to make Estonia bigger, consolidating 
our image as an active, innovative, and responsible member of the 
international community. The membership of Estonia in the UN 
Security Council and our productive period of membership came 
about thanks to the considered and efficient work of colleagues and 
politicians over the past almost 15 years. It required an exceptional 
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joint effort from us, and this time and effort dedicated to Estonia 
deserves our sincere thanks. In the same vein, the recollections from 
colleagues directly involved deserve to be preserved. Therefore, I am 
sincerely glad that these memoirs have found their rightful place on 
the pages you are holding.


