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The General Assembly of the United Nations opens its 
sixty-eighth session on Tuesday, 17 September, at 
3 p.m., at United Nations Headquarters in New York.  

Following a week of opening discussions, a number of 
high-level events will take place in quick succession.  
On Monday, 23 September, the Assembly will convene 
a High-level Meeting on persons with disability under 
the theme “The way forward: a disability-inclusive 
development agenda towards 2015 and beyond,” focus-
ing on achieving the relevant Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs) and other internationally agreed 
targets. (For further information, go to http://www.
un.org/disabilities/default.asp?id=1590.) 

The Assembly’s annual general debate, when Heads 
of State and Government and other high national 
officials gather to present their views about pressing 
world issues, will open on Tuesday, 24 September, 
and run through Tuesday, 1 October. On the sidelines 
of the general debate, the inaugural meeting of the 
High-level Political Forum on sustainable develop-
ment, established by the Assembly in response to the 
outcome of the UN Conference on Sustainable Devel-
opment (Rio+20), will take place in the afternoon 
of Tuesday, 24 September. (For further information, 
go to http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.
php?menu=1556.) The following day, on Wednes-
day, 25 September, the President of the General 
Assembly will convene a special event on follow-up 
efforts towards achieving the MDGs in the post-2015 
era. Later that week, on Thursday, 26 September, the 
Assembly will hold another High-level Meeting, on 
achieving the goal of nuclear disarmament. 

Following the close of the general debate, the Assem-
bly will convene a high-level dialogue on international 
migration and development on Thursday, 3 October, 
and Friday, 4 October,  with the aim of identifying 
measures to enhance the benefits of international 
migration for migrants and countries alike while 
reducing its negative implications. (For further infor-
mation, go to http://www.un.org/esa/population/
meetings/HLD2013/mainhld2013.html.) Soon after, 
on Monday, 7 October, and Tuesday, 8 October, the 
Assembly will hold its sixth High-level dialogue on 

Financing for Development. (For further information, 
go to http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/index.htm.)

Forum for multilateral negotiation 
Established in 1945 under the Charter of the United 
Nations, the General Assembly occupies a central 
position as the chief deliberative, policymaking and 
representative organ of the United Nations. Com-
prised of all 193 Members of the United Nations, it 
provides a unique forum for multilateral discussion 
of the full spectrum of international issues covered 
by the Charter (http://www.un.org/en/documents/
charter/index.shtml). It also plays a significant role in 
the process of standard-setting and the codification 
of international law. 

The Assembly meets intensively from September to 
December each year, and thereafter as required. 

Functions and powers of the  
General Assembly 
The Assembly is empowered to make recommenda-
tions to States on international issues within its com-
petence. It has also initiated actions—political, eco-
nomic, humanitarian, social and legal—which have 
affected the lives of millions of people throughout the 
world. The landmark Millennium Declaration (http://
www.un.org/millennium/declaration/ares552ehtm), 
adopted in 2000, and the 2005 World Summit Out-
come Document (http://www.un.org/Docs/ journal/
asp/ws.asp?m=A/RES/60/1), reflect the commitment 
of Member States to reach specific goals to attain 
peace, security and disarmament along with devel-
opment and poverty eradication; safeguard human 
rights and promote the rule of law; protect our com-
mon environment; meet the special needs of Africa; 
and strengthen the United Nations. 

According to the Charter of the United Nations, the 
General Assembly may: 

•• Consider and approve the United Nations 
budget and establish the financial assessments 
of Member States
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•• Elect the non-permanent members of the Secu-
rity Council and the members of other United 
Nations councils and organs and, on the recom-
mendation of the Security Council, appoint the 
Secretary-General 

•• Consider and make recommendations on the 
general principles of cooperation for maintain-
ing international peace and security, including 
disarmament

•• Discuss any question relating to international 
peace and security and, except where a dispute 
or situation is currently being discussed by the 
Security Council, make recommendations on it 

•• Discuss, with the same exception, and make 
recommendations on any questions within the 
scope of the Charter or affecting the powers and 
functions of any organ of the United Nations

•• Initiate studies and make recommendations to 
promote international political cooperation, 
the development and codification of interna-
tional law, the realization of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, and international col-
laboration in the economic, social, humanita-
rian, cultural, educational and health fields

•• Make recommendations for the peaceful settle-
ment of any situation that might impair friendly 
relations among countries

•• Consider reports from the Security Council and 
other United Nations organs

The Assembly may also take action in cases of a threat 
to the peace, breach of peace or act of aggression, 
when the Security Council has failed to act owing to 
the negative vote of a permanent member. In such 
instances, according to its “Uniting for peace” resolu-
tion of 3 November 1950 (377( V )), the Assembly may 
consider the matter immediately and recommend 
to its Members collective measures to maintain or 
restore international peace and security. (See “Special 
sessions and emergency special sessions”, below.) 

The search for consensus 
Each of the 193 Member States in the Assembly 
has one vote. Votes taken on designated important 
issues—such as recommendations on peace and 
security, the election of Security Council and Eco-
nomic and Social Council members, and budgetary 
questions—require a two-thirds majority of Member 
States, but other questions are decided by a simple 
majority. 

In recent years, an effort has been made to achieve 
consensus on issues, rather than deciding by a formal 
vote, thus strengthening support for the Assembly’s 
decisions. The President, after having consulted and 
reached agreement with delegations, can propose 
that a resolution be adopted without a vote. 

Revitalization of the work of the  
General Assembly 
There has been a sustained effort to make the work 
of the General Assembly more focused and relevant. 
This was identified as a priority during the fifty-eighth 
session, and efforts continued at subsequent sessions 
to streamline the agenda, improve the practices and 
working methods of the Main Committees, enhance 
the role of the General Committee, strengthen the 
role and authority of the President and examine the 
Assembly’s role in the process to select the Secretary-
General. 

At its sixtieth session, the Assembly adopted a text 
(annexed to resolution 60/286 of 8 September 2006) 
which encouraged the holding of informal interactive 
debates on current issues of critical importance to the 
international community. The text, which had been 
recommended by the Ad Hoc Working Group on the 
Revitalization of the General Assembly, also invited 
the General Assembly President to propose themes 
for these interactive debates. During the sixty-
seventh session, several thematic interactive debates 
were convened on a wide range of issues, including 
on the role of international criminal justice in recon-
ciliation; global economic governance; peaceful reso-
lution of conflicts in Africa; sustainable development 
and climate change; culture and development; and 
on entrepreneurship for development and inequality.

It has become an established practice for the Secretary-
General to brief Member States periodically, in infor-
mal meetings of the General Assembly, on his recent 
activities and travels. These briefings have provided a 
well-received opportunity for exchange between the 
Secretary-General and Member States and are likely 
to be continued at the sixty-eighth session. 

Elections for the President and Vice-
Presidents of the General Assembly 
and Chairs of the Main Committees 
As a result of the ongoing revitalization of its work, 
and pursuant to rule 30 of its rules of procedure, the 
General Assembly now elects its President, Vice Presi-
dents and Chairs of the Main Committees at least 
three months in advance of the start of the new ses-
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sion in order to further strengthen coordination and 
preparation of work among the Main Committees 
and between the Committees and the Plenary. 

General Committee 
The General Committee—composed of the President 
and 21 Vice-Presidents of the Assembly, as well as the 
Chairs of the six Main Committees—makes recom-
mendations to the Assembly about adoption of the 
agenda, allocation of agenda items and organization 
of its work. (See http://www.un.org/Depts/dhl/res-
guide/gasess.htm#gaagen for more on the agenda.) 

Credentials Committee 
The Credentials Committee, appointed by the Gen-
eral Assembly at each session, reports to the Assem-
bly on the credentials of representatives. 

General debate 
The Assembly’s annual general debate, which pro-
vides Member States the opportunity to express their 
views on major international issues, will take place 
from Tuesday, 24 September, through Tuesday, 1 Octo-
ber. The Secretary-General will present his report on 
the work of the Organization immediately prior to the 
general debate, a practice that began with the fifty-
second session. 

The theme for the sixty-eighth session’s general 
debate will be, “The Post-2015 Development Agenda: 
Setting the Stage!” as proposed by the President-elect 
of the sixty-eighth session, H. E. Mr. John W. Ashe of 
Antigua and Barbuda, upon his election on 14 June 
2013. The practice of selecting a specific issue of 
global concern for the debate dates back to 2003 
when the General Assembly decided to introduce this 
innovation in an effort to enhance the authority and 
role of the now 193-member body (resolution 58/126 
of December 2003). 

The meetings of the general debate usually run from 
9 a.m. to 1 p.m., and from 3 p.m. to 9 p.m. 

Main Committees 
With the close of the general debate, the Assembly 
begins consideration of the substantive items on its 
agenda. Because of the great number of issues it is 
called upon to consider (171 agenda items at the 
sixty-seventh session, for example), the Assembly 
allocates to its six Main Committees items relevant to 
their work. The Committees discuss the items, seeking 

where possible to harmonize the various approaches 
of States, and present their recommendations, usually 
in the form of draft resolutions and decisions, to the 
Plenary of the Assembly for consideration and action. 

The six Main Committees are: the Disarmament and 
International Security Committee (First Committee), 
concerned with disarmament and related interna-
tional security issues; the Economic and Financial 
Committee (Second Committee), concerned with 
economic issues; the Social, Humanitarian and Cul-
tural Committee ( Third Committee), which deals with 
social and humanitarian issues; the Special Political 
and Decolonization Committee (Fourth Committee), 
dealing with a variety of political subjects not cov-
ered by any other Committee or the Plenary, includ-
ing decolonization, the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA), and the human rights of the Palestinian 
people; the Administrative and Budgetary Commit-
tee (Fifth Committee), which is concerned with the 
administration and budget of the United Nations; and 
the Legal Committee (Sixth Committee), which deals 
with international legal matters. 

On a number of agenda items, however, such as the 
question of Palestine and the situation in the Middle 
East, the Assembly acts directly in its plenary meet-
ings. 

Working groups of the  
General Assembly 
The General Assembly has, in the past, authorized the 
establishment of working groups to focus on matters 
of importance in more detail, and make recommen-
dations for Assembly action. These include the Ad 
Hoc Working Group on the Revitalization of the Work 
of the General Assembly, which will continue its work 
during the forthcoming session. 

Regional groups 
Various informal regional groupings have evolved 
over the years in the General Assembly as vehicles 
for consultation and to facilitate procedural work. 
The groups are: the African States; the Asia-Pacific 
States; the Eastern European States; the Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean States; and the Western European 
and other States. The post of President of the General 
Assembly rotates among the regional groups. For 
the sixty-eighth session, the General Assembly has 
elected the President from the Group of Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean States. 
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Special sessions and emergency 
special sessions 
In addition to its regular sessions, the Assembly may 
meet in special and emergency special sessions. 
To date, the Assembly has convened 28 special ses-
sions on issues that demanded particular attention, 
including the question of Palestine, United Nations 
finances, disarmament, international economic coop-
eration, drugs, the environment, population, women, 
social development, human settlements, HIV/AIDS, 
apartheid and Namibia. The twenty-eighth special 
session of the General Assembly, held on 24 January 
2005, was devoted to the commemoration of the six-
tieth anniversary of the liberation of the Nazi concen-
tration camps. 

Ten emergency special sessions have addressed 
situations in which the Security Council found itself 
deadlocked, namely, Hungary (1956), Suez (1956), 
the Middle East (1958 and 1967), the Congo (1960), 
Afghanistan (1980), Palestine (1980 and 1982), 
Namibia (1981), the occupied Arab territories (1982) 
and illegal Israeli actions in occupied East Jerusalem 

and the rest of the Occupied Palestinian Territory 
(1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006 
and 2009). 

The Assembly decided, on 16 January 2009, to adjourn 
the tenth emergency special session temporarily and 
to authorize the President of the Assembly to resume 
its meetings at the request of Member States. 

Carrying on the work of the Assembly 
The work of the United Nations derives largely from 
the decisions of the General Assembly and is mainly 
carried out by: 

•• Committees and other bodies established by 
the Assembly to study and report on specific 
issues, such as disarmament, peacekeeping, 
economic development, the environment and 
human rights 

•• The Secretariat of the United Nations—the 
Secretary-General and his staff of international 
civil servants
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