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CHARTER OF THE UNITED NATIONS

The origin of the Charter of the United Nations can be traced back to the
Atlantic Charter, signed on 14 August 1941, by which Franklin D. Roosevelt,
President of the United States of America, and Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of
the United Kingdom, made known “certain common principles in the national policies
of their respective countries on which they base their hopes for a better future for the
world”. This document, in its eighth paragraph, incidentally referred to the future
“establishment of a wider and permanent system of general security”.

On 1 January 1942, 26 States at war with the Axis Powers, including the
United States, the United Kingdom, China and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR), subscribed to the common programme of purposes and principles embodied
in the Atlantic Charter in a document, which became known as the “Declaration by
United Nations”, containing the first official use of the term “United Nations” (21
other States adhered to that Declaration at a later date).

From 18 October to 1 November 1943, a Conference was held in Moscow,
with the participation of the United States, the United Kingdom, the USSR and China.
At the conclusion of the Conference, the participating Governments adopted a Joint
Four-Nation Declaration in which, inter alia, they “recognize[d] the necessity of
establishing at the earliest practicable date a general international organization, based
on the principle of the sovereign equality of all peace-loving States, and open to
membership by all such States, large and small, for the maintenance of international
peace and security”. For the first time, the idea of establishing an international
organization to keep the peace after the end of World War Il was thus expressly
mentioned in an official document. Following this Declaration, the four States
concerned appointed national committees of experts that separately worked on the
drafting of a charter for the future organization (there were, however, earlier efforts in
this direction in the United States, with the work of the Advisory Committee on
Problems of Foreign Relations established on 27 December 1939, which was officially
pursued by the State Department from 1942 until the Conference of Dumbarton Oaks,
in 1944).

From 28 November to 1 December 1943, President Roosevelt, Prime Minister
Churchill and the Premier of the USSR, Joseph Stalin, met at a conference in Tehran,
where they again confirmed their common policy, notably expressing their
determination that their nations “shall work together in war and in the peace that will
follow”, recognizing “the supreme responsibility resting upon us and all the United
Nations to make a peace which will command the goodwill of the overwhelming mass
of the peoples of the world and banish the scourge and terror of war for many
generations”. They further announced their intention to “seek the cooperation and
active participation of all nations, large and small, whose peoples in heart and mind are
dedicated, as are our own peoples, to the elimination of tyranny and slavery,
oppression and intolerance” within a “world family of Democratic Nations”
(Declaration of the Three Powers, Tehran, 1 December 1943).

From 21 August to 7 October 1944, representatives of the United States and
the United Kingdom met separately with representatives of the USSR (21 August-28
September) and of China (29 September-7 October), at Dumbarton Oaks in the context
of the “Washington Conversations on International Peace and Security Organization”
(or Dumbarton Oaks Conference). The reports prepared at the national level by each
Government following the Moscow Conference were exchanged at the Conference. A
steering committee was entrusted with reaching agreement on the main substantive
issues and a Joint Formulation Group drafted a text resulting from such negotiations in
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the form of a treaty. The final document prepared at the Conference, issued on 9
October 1944, became known as the “Proposals for the Establishment of a General
International Organization”, which constituted the initial working document at the San
Francisco Conference, in 1945.

Negotiations on the future international organization continued at the Yalta
Conference, attended by President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill and Premier
Stalin, from 4 to 11 February 1945. The Protocol of Proceedings of this Conference
included a section devoted to the “World Organization”, which contained, inter alia,
the decision of summoning a “United Nations conference on the proposed world
organization” in the United States on 25 April 1945. This document specified the
nations to be invited to the conference, as well as the text of the invitation to be issued.

Further support to the Dumbarton Oaks Proposals was expressed at the
Conference of the American Republics, held at Mexico City from 2 February to 8
March 1945.

The United Nations Conference on International Organization was convened
in San Francisco from 25 April to 26 June 1945. Fifty States participated in the
Conference, at the invitation of the Governments of the United States, the United
Kingdom, the USSR and China. The work of the San Francisco Conference was
organized as follows. The highest body was the Conference in Plenary Session, which
was in charge of the final voting and adoption of the text. Below the plenary, four
committees were established:

- the Steering Committee, composed of the chairmen of all delegations, which
considered major questions of policy and procedure;

- the Executive Committee, composed of the chairmen of 14 delegations
(those of the four sponsoring Governments and ten co-elected members), serving the
Steering Committee by preparing recommendations for its consideration;

- the Coordination Committee, composed of technical members of the same
14 delegations, which assisted the Executive Committee and was itself assisted by an
Advisory Committee of Jurists; and

- the Credentials Committee, formed by representatives from six delegations,
verifying the credentials of delegates.

Below this level, the study of the most important issues to be settled was
divided among four general commissions, which coordinated the work of twelve
technical committees, charged with the preparation of drafting proposals; when
needed, the technical committees could designate sub-committees. The work was
organized as follows:

- Commission | (General Provisions) coordinated the work of Technical
Committee 1 (Preamble, Purposes and Principles) and Technical Committee 2
(Membership, Amendment and Secretariat);

- Commission Il (General Assembly) coordinated the work of Technical
Committee 1 (Structure and Procedures), Technical Committee 2 (Political and
Security Functions), Technical Committee 3 (Economic and Social Cooperation) and
Technical Committee 4 (Trusteeship System);

- Commission Il (Security Council), coordinated the work of Technical
Committee 1 (Structure and Procedures), Technical Committee 2 (Peaceful
Settlement), Technical Committee 3 (Enforcement Arrangements) and Technical
Committee 4 (Regional Arrangements); and

- Commission IV (Judicial Organization), coordinated the work of Technical
Committee 1 (International Court of Justice) and Technical Committee 2 (Legal
Problems).

A Secretariat provided general administration to the Conference. On the side
of this official structure, informal consultations were held among delegations, most
notably among the five principal powers at the Conference (the United States, the

Copyright © United Nations, 2008. All rights reserved 2
www.un.org/law/avl



United Nations Audiovisual Library of International Law

United Kingdom, the USSR, China and France). More than five thousand documents
were considered at the Conference: a compilation of the principal documents was
published under the title Documents of the United Nations Conference on
International Organization, San Francisco, Volumes | to XX, 1945-1954.

The Charter of the United Nations, together with the Statute of the
International Court of Justice which forms an integral part of the Charter, was adopted
unanimously at the end of the Conference, on 25 June 1945 at the San Francisco Opera
House, and was signed the following day at the Herbst Theatre auditorium of the
Veterans War Memorial Building. It entered into force, in accordance with its Article
110, paragraph 3, on 24 October 1945, following the deposit of the instruments of
ratification of the five permanent members of the Security Council and a majority of
all other signatories.

The Charter of the United Nations has been amended three times since its
entry into force, in accordance with the procedure provided for under Article 108
(adoption by a vote of two-thirds of the members of the General Assembly and
ratification by two-thirds of the Members of the United Nations, including all the
permanent members of the Security Council). On 17 December 1963, the General
Assembly adopted, by a vote of 96 to 11, with 4 abstentions, amendments to Articles
23 and 27 (expanding the number of elected members of the Security Council from 6
to 10 and modifying the voting majorities accordingly) and to Article 61 (expanding
the membership of the Economic and Social Council from 18 to 27 members); this
amendment entered into force on 31 August 1965. On 20 December 1965, the General
Assembly unanimously adopted a further amendment to Article 109 (modifying the
majority required in the Security Council for the convening of a review conference, as
a consequence of the previous amendment to Articles 23 and 27); this amendment
entered into force on 12 June 1968. On 20 December 1973, the General Assembly
adopted, by a vote of 105 to 2, with 15 abstentions, a further amendment to Article 61
(bringing the number of members of the Economic and Social Council to 54); this
amendment entered into force on 24 September 1973.
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