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The UN is made up of six major departments.  
All of them were established when the UN  
was founded in 1945. These are the three  
most important. 

How does the United Nations work?

All about the United Nations

What does the UN do?
All about the United Nations
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The United Nations is a huge organisation that helps millions of  
people around the world every year, but how does it work?
Monday 24 October marks United Nations Day. On this date in 

1945 the United Nations (UN) officially came into existence 
and the anniversary has been celebrated every year since 1948. To 
mark the date this year, famous monuments, buildings, statues 
and other landmarks across the world will be lit up in blue, which 
is the colour of the UN flag, According to Ban Ki-moon, the current 
UN Secretary General, the United Nations “works for the entire 
human family of seven billion people, and cares for the Earth, our 
one and only home.”

The United Nations was founded after the 
Second World War. The conflict killed so many 
people – around 60 million – that many world 
leaders wanted to make sure nothing like it 
ever happened again. Their idea was to unite 
the nations. The organisation’s founding beliefs 
were agreed on 25 April 1945, by leaders of  
50 different nations including the then British 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill. A document 
was signed on 26 June 1945 and ratified 
(formally accepted) on 24 October. Since then 
143 more countries have joined the UN. 

In the 71 years since it was founded, the United Nations has helped millions of 
people affected by war and natural disasters. Here are a few ways the UN’s work 
has affected lives.

How has the United Nations helped?

The UN 
headquarters 
in New York.

The first 
meeting of the 

UN in 1945.

The General 
Assembly 

hall. 

The Security 
Council tries to 
promote peace. 

The birth of the United Nations

The United Nations is an organisation made up of 193 
countries, known as member states. The UN’s aims are to  
work for peace and development across the world. It tries  
to keep people safe in countries where there is war; it helps 
poor countries to boost their economies without damaging 
the environment; it develops friendly relations between 
countries, and it promotes respect for human rights. 

How does a country join the UN?
Countries must prove that they are “peace-loving states” 
and willing to follow UN rules. The UN Security Council 
votes to decide whether to recommend that country should 
join. The General Assembly has the final vote on whether 
the country should be accepted. The most recent country to 
become a member was South Sudan in 2011.

What is the United Nations?

Secretariat 
The Secretariat consists of the 
Secretary-General (head of the  
UN) and the tens of thousands of staff 
that carry out the UN’s day-to-day 
business. The current Secretary-
General is Ban Ki-moon. Ban 
Ki-moon will be replaced  
by a Portuguese politician, 
António Guterres on  
1 January 2017. 

General Assembly 
This is a bit like a world parliament made up of 
representatives from all 193 member countries. 
It’s their job to make big decisions on things like 
peace and security. Decisions are made by voting 
and each member country has a single vote. The 
General Assembly meets every year.

Security Council 
This is made up of 15 countries who are 
responsible for keeping the world secure 
and at peace. The council decides when 
there is a threat and tries to find ways to 
prevent or resolve conflict. There are five 
countries permanently on the council: 
China, France, Russia, UK and US. These 
five countries were considered to be the 
winners of the Second World War. The 
others are voted in every two years. 

Protecting children
Unicef stands for the United 
Nations Children’s Fund. It was 
set up in 1946 and now works 
with mothers and children all 
over the world. It helps feed 
around 80 million people every 
year and has worked to give  
2.6 billion people access to 
clean water. Thanks to Unicef, 
around 400 million children 
have been vaccinated to protect 
them from dangerous diseases. 

Helping refugees
In 2014, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
provided food, shelter and security to  
12 million refugees worldwide. The UNHCR 
protects people who are living through 
war and helps them rebuild their lives 
afterwards. However, some people say 
that the UN could be doing more for the 
people who are trying to escape the war in 
Syria. For example, it should be urging 
countries to take in more refugees.

Preventing wars
The UN punishes 
people who are 
responsible for war and 
puts them on trial for 
their crimes. However, 
sometimes the UN has 
been criticised for not 
doing enough. Critics 
think that the UN could 
do more to bring about 
the end of the fighting 
in Syria. 

PEACE 
FLAG

The UN flag is an  

image of the world held 

between two olive 

branches. It represents 

peace and harmony 

between  
countries. 

OFFICIAL LANGUAGES
There are six official 

languages of the UN and any 

of these languages can be 

used to address an assembly. 

These languages are Arabic, 

Chinese, English,  
French, Russian and  

Spanish.

PEACE  PRIZEThe UN, its organisations  
and staff have been  

awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize 11 times. The prize is 

given to individuals or 
organisations who have 
worked for peace and  

unity between  nations. 

UN officials at the 
General Assembly 

discuss a report into 
war crimes.

Refugees at 
a camp in 
Greece. 

An aid worker 
helping child 

refugees. 

DID YOU  

KNOW?

The UN headquarters  

is in New York in the US, 

but the US government 

does not own the land or 

the building. Every country 

that is part of the UN owns 

the building and land  

it is built on.

Ban Ki-moon. 
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