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1 	 Please note, this ýgure is continually 
changing, check out www.un.org/
geninfo/ir/index.asp?id=150#q2 for 
up-to-date information. The US $15 
billion for the entire system takes into 
account the UN, UN peacekeeping 
operations, programmes, funds and 
specialised agencies, but excludes the 
World Bank International Monetary 
Fund and the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development.

HISTORY

In 1945, representatives of 50 countries met in San Francisco, at the United Nations 
Conference on International Organisation, to draw up the United Nations Charter. The 
United Nations (UN) ofýcially came into existence on 24 October 1945 when the United 
Nations Charter was signed.

SIZE AND FUNDING

Today the 192 member countries contribute to the operating costs of the UN, which has a 
budget of some US $1.9 billion annually; the UN system spends around US $15 billion a 
year.1

LOCATION HQ

The UN headquarters are at First Avenue at 46th Street, New York, USA. The UN ofýce in 
Geneva is located at Palais des Nations, 1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland.

AIMS

The aims of the UN, as set forth in the United Nations Charter, are: 

to maintain international peace and security; 

to develop friendly relations among nations;

to cooperate in solving international economic, social, cultural and humanitarian problems 
and in promoting respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms; 

to be a centre for harmonising the actions of nations in attaining these ends.

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE

The huge organisation of the UN is divided into six main bodies:

1. The General Assembly

The most well-known part of the UN with its large meeting hall; all the representatives have 
one vote each.

2. The Security Council

The Council has ýfteen members. Amongst its many functions, it investigates international 
disputes, calls on members to participate in economic sanctions and may even take 
military action against an aggressor. It oversees various international criminal tribunals; 
peacekeeping operations and the International Atomic Energy Agency also report to it.

3. The Economic and Social Council

This council coordinates the economic, social and related work of the UN programmes, 
departments and commissions, such as the Commission for Sustainable Development and 
the Commission on Human Rights. Several other programmes, funds and specialised agencies 
also come under its umbrella in a less formal manner. For example: the UN Environment 
Programme, the UN High Commission for Human Rights, the United Nations Population Fund, 
the World Food Programme, the World Bank Group and the World Trade Organisation.
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1	 Other treaties are the International 
Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(ICERD), The Convention Against 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
(CAT) and The Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), www.unhchr.ch/html/
racism/indileaþet4.doc, www.
ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/Pages/
FrequentlyAskedQuestions.aspx.

4. The Trusteeship Council

This council looks after the inhabitants of various territories so that they can eventually 
obtain self-governance.

5. The International Court of Justice

This council meets to settle international legal disputes according to international law, and 
to give legal advice to countries and organisations.

6. The Secretariat

This administrative body carries out the administration of the UN. At its head is the Secretary 
General. The current Secretary General is Ban Ki-moon, who took office in January 2007.

THE INSTRUMENTS OF THE UNITED NATIONS

Over the years, through the efforts of the UN, governments have agreed on many 
multilateral declarations and treaties that aim to make the world a safer, healthier place 
with greater opportunity and justice for everyone. This comprehensive body of international 
law, including human rights law, is one of the UN’s greatest achievements. When the UN 
decides to draw up a declaration or treaty, there are several legal instruments which will 
enable the ideas of the declaration to be applied. Proclaimed by the General Assembly in 
1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights sets out basic rights and freedoms to which 
all women and men are entitled. These include the right to life, liberty and nationality; to 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion; the right to work and to be educated; the right 
to food and housing; and the right to take part in government.

This declaration laid the groundwork for more than 80 conventions and declarations on 
human rights that have since been passed at the UN. These are now the instruments of the 
UN. There are six major international human rights treaties, including the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, and they are all legally binding.1 There are also various declarations 
that set minimum requirements and codes of conduct, for example: The Declaration on the 
Rights of Disabled Persons and the Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. 
Governments are not required by any international law to ratify or uphold a declaration, 
but they are strongly encouraged to do so. Once a country has become a signatory to a 
declaration or treaty there are practical measures in which the aims of the declaration can 
be implemented in the country.

RELATIONSHIP WITH DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

The United Nations Development Program is the UN’s global development network. It 
was set up to bring about solutions to global and national development challenges. Often 
the changes required are from developed nations, and in the year 2000 the UN called 
together world leaders to commit to a better world. This commitment, called the Millennium 
Declaration has a set of eight goals, known as the Millennium Development Goals, which 
have targets to be met by 2015. The aim of the Millennium Development Goals is for the 
189 countries represented to develop their capacity to meet the needs of their citizens. 
Each developing nation that is a member of the UN has a Development Program resident 
representative who coordinates the various development arms of the organisation within 
the country. Some frustration has been expressed over the progress of various elements of 
the UN Development Program, but there are notable successes that are often not reported. 
Often the development programmes are involved at a very local level, trying to ensure 
equality and development for some of the world’s most disadvantaged people.

RELIEF WORK

The UN is often at the frontline of relief for those people who are caught up in conflict, war 
or are displaced due to a natural disaster. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees was 
established in 1950 and since then has helped an estimated 50 million people who have had 
to flee from their homeland and restart their lives. Today, a staff of around 6,300 people 
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