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I 

Executive summary 

As it commemorates 75 years since its establishment, the United Nations (UN) has a mixed record of 
achievements and shortcomings. Throughout its history, the UN has survived numerous crises 
caused by tensions and ideological confrontation among its members, but the current crisis is 
unprecedented. The global health emergency has exposed the organisation's bureaucratic 
shortcomings (e.g. in the World Health Organization) and its political weaknesses (e.g. in the Security 
Council, which was very slow to endorse a global ceasefire). Already before the crisis, the UN was 
facing strong criticism from multiple angles and even hostile actions from the United States (US), 
the country that had previously been at the heart of the multilateral system. In response to this, on 
various occasions the European Union (EU) has reaffirmed its unwavering commitment to 
multilateralism, with the United Nations at its core. 

The EU shares core values and principles with the United Nations and an equally strong commitment 
to multilateralism. Both organisations emerged out of post-World War II efforts to build the 
foundations for lasting peace. As an increasingly recognised international actor, over time the EU 
has gained a stronger voice in the UN. The UN is an organisation of sovereign states, which have 
been quite reluctant to share their prerogatives in the world forum with other international 
organisations, such as the European Union. UN bodies are however open to cooperation with a 
broad range of observers, including intergovernmental organisations. In 2011, the EU secured the 
role of enhanced observer in the UN General Assembly; it is still the only organisation to enjoy that 
status. It retains an observer role in the UN Economic and Social Council. 

The EU's influence in the UN comes not only from its formal status, but also from the way it is able 
to coordinate positions among its Member States, leverage its diplomatic clout with third countries 
and advance various positions through its representatives or through the voice of its Member States 
with broad support from other UN members. Consistency among Member States has increased. The 
coordination work of EU delegations and the common positions established by the EU Council on 
priorities in the UN General Assembly and on human rights priorities in UN forums play a vital role 
in increasing EU coherence in the organisation. The EU's dependence on its Member States is most 
visible in the UN Security Council. Without any formal status in the UN Security Council, the EU must 
rely on its Member States to convey its positions to the rest of the Council. 

Another important dimension of EU-UN cooperation is crisis management. Most EU military 
operations are established with reference to a UN Security Council resolution, providing them with 
the necessary legitimacy. The EU's operations have allowed for significant burden-sharing in UN 
peace-keeping missions, and the relationship between the EU and UN has been a tight partnership. 
EU missions and operations preserve a high degree of autonomy vis-à-vis UN action however. 

The EU is an increasingly important actor in the complex mesh of UN agencies, programmes and 
related organisations. It enjoys varying membership rights, from being a full member of the Food 
and Agricultural Organization and the World Trade Organization to being a mere observer in many 
others, or having no formal status. In practice, the EU can bring considerable influence to bear on 
the UN agencies' activities, through its coordination among Member States, its influence in 
standard-setting, and its key role as a financial contributor. The EU is a major partner for most 
agencies and UN programmes, being one of the biggest contributors to the development 
programmes they implement. In order to strengthen the partnership, the EU has concluded a 
general framework agreement on financing with the UN, as well as numerous other agreements on 
specific partnerships and programmes. The earmarking of funding for specific projects gives the EU 
an important role in defining priorities together with the UN agencies.  
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1. The United Nations at 75: A mixed record 
The United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 shortly after the end of the Second World War. Fifty 
countries took part in the founding conference, which opened in April 1945 in San Francisco, to 
discuss the proposals previously worked out by the war's four victorious powers: the United States 
(US), the United Kingdom (UK), the Soviet Union (USSR) and China. They held negotiations on the 
UN Charter, which was finally signed on 26 June 1945. The United Nations came into existence on 
October 24 1945, after more than half of the countries that had signed its charter in June 1945 had 
also ratified it. 

As the preamble to its charter states, at the time of its creation, the United Nations embodied the 
determination of its members to achieve lasting peace through international cooperation. The 
preamble also affirmed its members' faith in fundamental human rights, the dignity of the human 
person, the equality of rights of men and women and of nations large and small, and in international 
justice. In 1948, the United Nations gave concrete expression to its commitment to human rights, 
by adopting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a non-binding document that has become 
the undisputed universal framework for human rights. At around the same time, soon after the UN 
was established, the Cold War broke out and paralysed the organisation, particularly its Security 
Council,1 preventing it from fulfilling the core functions for which it was designed. Despite this 
troubled history, the UN has developed over time into a complex system of agencies and funds,2 
also incorporating agencies that existed before its creation, such as the International Postal Union, 
and the International Labour Union. The UN has also played a pivotal role in establishing numerous 
core international treaties, covering areas ranging from human rights to climate change. While the 
first two Covenants on Human Rights − on civil and political rights, and on social, economic and 
cultural rights, both adopted in 1966 − reflected the ideological division3 of the world at the time, 
the body of international human rights law under the UN framework has since grown to nine core 
treaties, each with its implementation mechanism exercising an important oversight role.  

In its 75 years of existence, the international organisation has sometimes fallen short of the ideals 
stated in its founding documents, but it has also achieved indisputable successes,4 undeniably 
helping to make the world a better place.5 Examples of achievements include: preventing the cold 
war from spilling over into open confrontation; assisting former colonies with securing 
independence and setting up their own governments; conducting numerous peace-keeping 
operations that have prevented or put an end to bloody conflicts; deploying humanitarian 
assistance, including food aid, saving many lives; providing health assistance that has limited or 
eradicated numerous diseases; offering children in poor countries access to education; etc. United 
Nations agencies have played a crucial role in setting international standards. The UN system, 

 
1 'During the first forty-five years of its existence, the Council was largely paralysed by the Cold War, but since 1990 and 

the thawing of the global political climate, it has been very active'. (D. Sarooshi, Security Council, Global Policy Forum). 
2 On how the UN system grew despite the Cold War, see A. Staples, The Birth of Development: How the World Bank, Food 

and Agriculture Organization, and World Health Organization Have Changed the World, 1945–1965, 2006. 
3 See J. Apap, Indivisibility of human rights, Unifying the two Human Rights Covenants?, EPRS, European Parliament, 

2018. 
4 For a concise overview of achievements and failures see The Guardian, '70 years and half a trillion dollars later: what 

has the UN achieved?', published five years ago but still relevant. For more in-depth criticism from a neoconservative 
perspective, see J. Muravchik, The Future of the UN: Understanding the Past to Chart a Way Forward, 2005. 

5 T. Weiss, Would the World Be Better Without the UN?, 2018. 

https://www.globalpolicy.org/security-council/32932.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/628296/EPRS_ATA(2018)628296_EN.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/07/what-has-the-un-achieved-united-nations
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/07/what-has-the-un-achieved-united-nations
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/europarl/detail.action?docID=5309275
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including through the entities loosely connected to it, such as the IMF and the WTO, has been a 
central driver of globalisation. 

The UN has numerous critics,6 however, who point to its alleged incapacity to solve the world's most 
pressing problems, such as stopping bloody conflicts, eradiating poverty and underdevelopment, 
and responding to global challenges, such as climate change,7 etc. In recent history, UN peace 
keepers were unable to prevent the genocide in Rwanda in 19948 or the Srebrenica massacre in 
1995;9 the UN has failed to mediate successfully in prolonged civil wars leading to humanitarian 
catastrophes, such as in the conflicts in Syria and Yemen.10 The UN was also unable to assert its 
authority when the United States and its allies invaded Iraq in 2003 without UN Security Council 
authorisation as the UN Charter would have required, according to the UN Secretary General at the 
time.11 The current health crisis has brought into public focus the less known administrative and 
technical side of the UN system, with many voices,12 including that of the US president, criticising 
the UN health agency − the World Health Organisation − for its alleged incapacity to prevent the 
ongoing pandemic. Rising scepticism13 towards globalisation, motivated by economic and political 
grounds, is also endangering the multilateral order with the UN at its centre. Criticism by the United 
States − the country that has traditionally been at the heart of the multilateral system − and actions 
designed to undermine parts of the UN (such as withdrawing funding from peace keeping or 
withdrawing from the WHO), deprive the organisation of vital leadership.14 

Defenders of the organisation point to its lack of resources15 combined with bureaucratic 
inefficiencies, on the one hand, and to its complete reliance on sovereign Member States, on the 
other, as an explanation for its shortcomings. Recognising the need to make the UN more flexible, 
transparent, accountable and effective, the current secretary general has launched sweeping 
administrative reforms. António Guterres, the UN Secretary General (UNSG) was elected in 2016 in 
an unprecedentedly transparent procedure.16 

As an organisation of sovereign states, the UN's effectiveness in achieving its objectives depends on 
these states' commitment to international cooperation and the ideals of international justice, 
solidarity and human rights enshrined in the UN Charter. Since its inception, on many occasions, the 
UN has suffered from a lack of commitment to its principles by its members, small and big, such as 
when UN Security Council resolutions intended to stop bloody conflicts or to allow humanitarian 

 
6 For instance, T. Bishop, Forget the Human Rights Council, Why Not Leave the Entire UN?, 2018. 
7 M. Hudson, Don't bet on the UN to fix climate change – it's failed for 30 years, The Conversation, 2019. 
8 Ignoring Genocide, Human Rights Watch, 1999. 
9 S. van den Berg, 'Court confirms Dutch U.N. peacekeepers partly liable for Srebrenica massacre', Reuters, 2017. 
10 See M. Asseburg, W. Lacher and M. Transfeld, Mission Impossible? UN Mediation in Libya, Syria and Yemen, SWP, 2018; 

'all UN efforts to end them [the conflicts in Syria, Libya and Yemen] through power-sharing have failed'. 
11 'Shortly before the outbreak of hostilities, UN Secretary General stated that the use of force without Council 

endorsement would "not be in conformity with the Charter" and many legal experts now describe the US-UK attack 
as an act of aggression, violating international law.' See International Law Aspects of the Iraq War, Global Policy Forum. 

12 J. Hernandez, 'Trump Slammed the W.H.O. Over Coronavirus. He's Not Alone', New York Times, 8 April 2020. 
13 M. Copelovitch, S.B. Hobolt, and S. Walter, Challenges to the contemporary global order. Cause for pessimism or 

optimism?; 2019. 
14 K.M. Campbell and R. Doshi, The Coronavirus Could Reshape Global Order', Foreign Affairs, April 2020. 
15 'The UN is also poor. Its total resources and manpower are a fraction of what a regional organisation, the EU enjoys. 

Its peacekeeping activities are much more far-flung and extensive than Nato's but it operates on borrowed troops 
and equipment. These usually take months or more to beg and borrow and put in place. Its development budget is 
much less than that of the UK's Department for International Development (Dfid)'. See M. Malloch-Brown, 'The UN is 
an under-funded, bureaucratic labyrinth - and a force for good in the world', The Telegraph, 2015. 

16 I. Zamfir, The 2016 election of a new UN Secretary-General, EPRS, European Parliament, 2016. 

https://mises.org/power-market/forget-human-rights-council-why-not-leave-entire-un
https://theconversation.com/dont-bet-on-the-un-to-fix-climate-change-its-failed-for-30-years-123308
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1999/rwanda/Geno15-8-01.htm
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-warcrimes-bosnia-srebrenica-idUSKBN19I0XZ
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2018RP08_Ass_EtAl.pdf
https://www.globalpolicy.org/political-issues-in-iraq/international-law-aspects-of-the-iraq-war-and-occupation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/world/asia/trump-who-coronavirus-china.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2019.1678666
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2019.1678666
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2020-03-18/coronavirus-could-reshape-global-order
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/11699243/The-UN-is-an-under-funded-bureaucratic-labyrinth-and-a-force-for-good-in-the-world.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/11699243/The-UN-is-an-under-funded-bureaucratic-labyrinth-and-a-force-for-good-in-the-world.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/589866/EPRS_BRI(2016)589866_EN.pdf
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aid have been blocked by members holding 
veto power,17 most recently on Syria.18 The 
veto gives permanent members of the 
Security Council disproportionate power in 
comparison with the other members. 
Powerful countries also have the capacity to 
bring together informal coalitions to achieve 
their objectives in the UN system or to 
leverage their financial contributions to the 
UN system to vie for influence. Most recently, 
China has been expanding its influence in the 
UN system: it has become the second biggest 
financial contributor to the UN, and its 
nationals hold the chair of four agencies. 
China's rising influence has caused fears that 
it could promote its economic interests and 
impose its illiberal vision at the UN,19 e.g. by 
silencing human rights organisations or 
otherwise undermining human rights 
activities.20 

Leaving aside these asymmetries of power, in 
practice, the organisation and its agencies 
function on the principle of one country, one 
vote, with a few exceptions (the veto powers 
in the Security Council, and the weighted 
voting system in the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund). UN bodies 
with a limited number of members such as 
the UN Security Council (with the exception 
of the permanent five), ECOSOC and the UN 
Human Rights Council, are composed of 
members elected by the General Assembly, 
voting on the same principle. This does not 
strengthen its democratic character though. 
Most UN members are not liberal 

 
17 'Permanent members use the veto to defend their national interests, to uphold a tenet of their foreign policy or, in 

some cases, to promote a single issue of particular importance to a state. Since 16 February 1946 − when the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) cast the first veto on a draft resolution regarding the withdrawal of foreign troops 
from Lebanon and Syria (S/PV.23) − the veto has been recorded 293 times'. See UN Security Council Working Methods. 
The Veto, Foreign Policy Forum, March 2020. 

18 M. Nichols, 'Russia, backed by China, casts 14th U.N. veto on Syria to block cross-border aid', Reuters, December 2019. 
19 China is proposing to reshape the internet in a way that would enable it to exercise stricter state-control. In the process 

it is taking advantage of the International Telecommunications Union, which is headed by a Chinese representative. 
See A. Gross and M. Murgia, 'China and Huawei propose reinvention of the internet', Financial Times, March 2020. 

20 See T. Cheng-Chia and A. Yang, 'How China Is Remaking the UN In Its Own Image', The Diplomat, April 2020; and K. Lee, 
'It's Not Just the WHO: How China Is Moving on the Whole U.N.', Politico, April 2020. 

The UN's role in the coronavirus crisis 
The current pandemic has underlined in an 
undeniable way the need for global coordination, 
cooperation and solidarity to respond to a major crisis 
of planetary scale. It has therefore reignited an 
ongoing debate on the role of the United Nations 
system. The World Health Organisation (WHO) – a UN 
agency – has been on the front line of coordinating 
governments' efforts to fight the pandemic and has 
therefore received a lot of public attention. It declared 
the coronavirus outbreak a 'public health emergency 
of international concern' on 30 January 2020, and on 
11 March, a pandemic, issuing regular 
recommendations to states. These (although some 
were modified in the light of subsequent scientific 
findings) have been crucial in the fight against the 
pandemic. The organisation has though come under 
criticism for not being sufficiently critical towards 
China for the information it provided. An independent 
investigation into the global response to the 
coronavirus pandemic, including the WHO's 
performance, has been launched, but questions linger 
as to its impartiality. The outcome of the investigation 
will likely have an impact on the way the role of the UN 
in general is perceived. 

Other UN bodies are also much needed to respond to 
the crisis, but political disagreements or resource 
constraints get in their way. It took the UN Security 
Council 112 days after the WHO declared Covid-19 a 
global pandemic to overcome disagreements and 
recognise that the extent of the pandemic was 'likely 
to endanger the maintenance of international peace 
and security', and to demand a global ceasefire in line 
with the earlier appeal of UN Secretary General 
(Security Council Resolution 2532 (2020), adopted 
unanimously). 

Some parts of the UN system, particularly the financial 
global institutions − the IMF and the World Bank − are 
expected to play a major role in tackling the economic 
consequences of the crisis. Given the gravity of the 
crisis though, the IMF could reach the limits of its 
financial capacity to help countries in need. 

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/the-veto.php
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/the-veto.php
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-un/russia-backed-by-china-casts-14th-u-n-veto-on-syria-to-block-cross-border-aid-idUSKBN1YO23V
https://www.ft.com/content/c78be2cf-a1a1-40b1-8ab7-904d7095e0f2
https://thediplomat.com/2020/04/how-china-is-remaking-the-un-in-its-own-image/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/04/15/its-not-just-the-who-how-china-is-moving-on-the-whole-un-189029
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democracies,21 but illiberal democracies and authoritarian regimes, which have been all too eager 
to use the global platform to hide their own human rights violations and help their peers escape 
international criticism. There has been a constant gap between official rhetoric by states in the UN 
forum and their practical action, most visible in the Human Rights Council.22  

1.1. EU at the forefront of strengthening multilateralism 
As multilateralism has come under increased attack from populist politicians all over the world, the 
EU has reaffirmed its support for multilateralism with the UN at its core on numerous occasions 
through the voices of its representatives in UN forums. For example, in its latest conclusions23 on EU 
priorities in the UN General Assembly for 2020-2021, the Council stressed that 'multilateral 
cooperation is more necessary than ever. The outbreak of COVID-19 clearly demonstrates that 
global challenges require collective action. COVID-19 is a test for our humanity and values, but also 
for the multilateral system itself. The rules-based international order – with the UN at its core – must 
be upheld and strengthened if we are to deal effectively with global challenges'. 

The von der Leyen Commission has added a new dimension to EU's involvement with the UN, 
emphasising the need for the European Commission to take a geopolitical approach to external 
policies. In her mission letter to the EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy/Vice-President of the European Commission (HR/VP) Ursula von der Leyen stated that the EU 
needed to be 'more strategic, more assertive and more united in its approach to external relations' 
and that the new Commission had to be 
'geopolitical'. This indicates24 that the EU 
needs to be more determined to defend its 
own interests in the world, including through 
the UN framework, without giving up on its 
unwavering support for multilateralism.  

The UN reform25 has gained a new impetus as 
one of the major objectives pursued by the 
current UN secretary general António 
Guterres. The focus is mainly on 
administrative issues relating to the 
functioning of the UN system (with three main 
strands: management, peace keeping and 
development), but avoiding sensitive or core 
political issues such as membership of various 
UN bodies and the way they function. The EU 
strongly supports the ongoing reform of the 
UN system, but is also ready to support 
broader, more political reforms. According to 

 
21 "Democracy Facing Global Challenges" – V-Dem Annual Democracy Report 2019.  
22 J. Bukuru, How Saudi Arabia Kept its UN Human Rights Council Seat, Human Rights Watch, November 2016. 
23 See EU Council Conclusions, EU priorities at the United Nations and the 74th United Nations General Assembly, 

September 2020 – September 2021, July 2020. 
24 See S. Biscop, A geopolitical Commission: a powerful strategy?, Egmont Institute, September 2019: 'The EU, however, 

can position itself as a different kind of power, that seeks to safeguard its interests without harming the interests of 
others, and in full respect of international law and its own values.' 

25 See J. Apap, United Nations reform, EPRS, European Parliament, February 2019. 

The European Parliament's support for the UN  
The European Parliament has on numerous occasions 
reaffirmed its support for multilateralism with the 
United Nations at its core and has encouraged other EU 
institutions to give strong voice to EU determination to 
support the UN and its reform in the face of the current 
challenges. In its recommendation of 5 July 2018 to the 
Council on the 73rd session of the United Nations 
General Assembly, it called on the EU, among other 
things, to support the UNSG's three pillar reform and to 
support a reduction in UN bureaucracy and greater 
transparency and accountability for the organisation. It 
also called for support for the establishment of 'an 
open and inclusive intergovernmental preparatory 
process under the auspices of the UN General 
Assembly for a UN 2020 summit, on the occasion of the 
UN's 75th anniversary, that will consider 
comprehensive reform measures for a renewal and 
strengthening of the United Nations'. 

https://www.v-dem.net/en/news/democracy-facing-global-challenges-v-dem-annual-democracy-report-2019/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/11/01/how-saudi-arabia-kept-its-un-human-rights-council-seat
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9401-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9401-2020-INIT/en/pdf
http://www.egmontinstitute.be/a-geopolitical-commission-a-powerful-strategy/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/635517/EPRS_BRI(2019)635517_EN.pdf
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the 2020 Council conclusions,26 the EU will continue to advocate strongly for 'a more effective, 
efficient and sustainably financed UN, in full support of the UN Secretary-General's reform agenda'. 
The EU also supports 'the necessary reforms of the bodies and organs of the UN system, including 
the comprehensive reform of the UN Security Council, to make them more effective, transparent, 
democratic, representative and accountable'. The EU is in favour of sustainable financing for the UN. 
This is all the more important since, under the Trump administration, the US27 – the biggest UN 
funder − has followed through on its repeated threats and cut its funding significantly, in particular 
funding for the UN Population Fund, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), 
the WHO and peace keeping operations. 

2. The EU and the UN: A strong partnership based on 
common values 

Both the EU and the UN trace their origins to the post-World War II period and aspirations to build 
lasting peace in the world by setting up comprehensive mechanisms for international cooperation. 
Both organisations are multilateral in nature and are committed to a set of basic values that are 
broadly similar, such as the pursuit of peace and security, a deep commitment to human rights, and 
a commitment to the principles of international solidarity and cooperation. The EU's commitment 
to work together with the UN is enshrined in its treaties. EU involvement in the UN dates back to its 
earlier manifestation as the European Economic Community (EEC), which was active as an observer 
in the world organisation already from 1974, when the UNGA granted it that status. The EEC 
established cooperation programmes and partnerships with various parts of the UN system. The 
Lisbon Treaty has strengthened EU's role as an international actor and has brought about 
institutional changes enabling the EU to ask for enhanced observer status in the UN. 

2.1. EU Treaty legal bases for cooperation and support for the UN 
According to Article 21 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) the EU is to pursue international 
cooperation, to respect and support human rights and to work for peace and security in the world. 
This normative propensity makes the EU a natural partner and interlocutor for the United Nations. 
Furthermore, under the TEU, the EU is committed to upholding the principles of multilateralism (to 
'promote multilateral solutions to common problems, in particular in the framework of the United 
Nations') and to respecting the principles of the UN Charter and international law (Article 21). 
Article 220(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) provides that the 
'Union shall establish all appropriate forms of cooperation with the organs of the United Nations 
and its specialised agencies'. There are similar provisions in the TFEU obliging the EU to cooperate 
with all relevant international organisations with respect to specific policy areas, such as 
environment (Article 191(4)), development cooperation (Article 211), and economic, financial and 
technical cooperation (Article 212(3)): 'Within their respective spheres of competence, the Union 
and the Member States shall cooperate with third countries and with the competent international 
organisations. The arrangements for Union cooperation may be the subject of agreements between 
the Union and the third parties concerned.' 

The Lisbon Treaty brought about an important change for EU's representation at the UN. It created 
the position of High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 

 
26 See note 31. 
27 Pasion L. R., 'Trump's Strong-Arm Cuts Put UN Peacekeepers Out in the Cold', PassBlue, April 2019. 

https://www.passblue.com/2019/04/29/trumps-strong-arm-cuts-put-un-peacekeepers-out-in-the-cold/
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Policy/Vice-President of the Commission (HR/VP), who can represent the EU in external affairs, 
including in international organisations. It has also provided for the establishment of the European 
External Action Service and EU delegations, whose mission is the day-to-day conduct of external 
relations. Three EU delegations represent the Union at the United Nations, in New York,28 Geneva29 
and Vienna.30 Before the Lisbon Treaty, the EU spoke in the UN's main bodies mainly through the 
voice of the state holding the rotating EU Council presidency. Currently, where the EU enjoys 
observer status, this task is performed routinely by the EU delegation head and, on special occasions, 
by the HR/VP or by the president of the EU Council. 

2.2. EU legal status in the UN system 
The UN system is complex, consisting of several entangled layers: the main UN bodies with their 
subsidiary organs, the funds and programmes, the research institutes, the agencies, the secretariats 
of international conventions, and other UN-related organisations. The UN is an organisation formally 
composed of states, thereby limiting possibilities for the participation of international organisations. 
The main UN bodies accept such organisations in their ranks only as observers. UN agencies and 
programmes have more freedom to establish their own rules and therefore can be more open to 
the participation and membership of non-state entities, such as the EU. EU status in the various 
entities of the UN system ranges from membership status (FAO, WTO) (see Chapters 5 and 6), to 
enhanced observer (UNGA), simple observer (ECOSOC and numerous agencies) or no status (UN 
Security Council and some agencies). The EU only has the right to vote in cases when it is a full 
member. As a simple observer, the EU can attend meetings and make statements, but only within 
the time span reserved for observers, after all UN member states have spoken. Its enhanced observer 
status in the UNGA confers it the right to speak early on before individual states. The EU cannot raise 
points or propose candidates for governing bodies or positions however.  

Another dimension of EU involvement in the UN relates to it being party to international treaties 
negotiated in the UN framework. According to the UN treaty database,31 the EU is party to 49 original 
multilateral UN treaties and numerous other subsequent agreements.32 Their scope ranges from 
technical issues of international relevance such as vehicle approval, to governance of international 
matters – the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (1994), tackling global challenges – the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, adopted in 1992, and the UN Convention on 
Biological Diversity (1993), or to upholding universal human rights – the Convention on the Rights 

 
28 Website of the Delegation of the European Union to the United Nations – New York. 
29 Website of the Delegation of the European Union to the United Nations and other international organisations in 

Geneva. 
30 Website of the Delegation of the European Union to the international organisations in Vienna. 
31 The UN treaty database. 
32 Not including amendments modifying them. Some of these treaties were signed by the European Community or the 

European Economic Community. 

Distribution of roles among EU institutions  
The EEAS represents the EU in political and diplomatic relations with the UN, particularly through the New 
York and Geneva based delegations. The High Representative is an important EU voice in UN fora. The 
Commission has a long tradition of fostering partnerships with various UN development-oriented agencies 
and programmes, and represents the EU as an observer in some agencies in areas of its competence (such 
as in the International Maritime Organisation). The Council prepares the positions of EU Member States 
and of the EU in the UN through political processes in two dedicated working groups, on the UN (CONUN) 
and on human rights (COHOM). 

https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/un-new-york_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/un-geneva_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/vienna-international-organisations_en
https://treaties.un.org/pages/AdvanceSearch.aspx?tab=UNTS&clang=_en
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of Persons with Disabilities (2008) – the only UN human rights treaty to which the EU is a party. The 
EU is obliged to implement the provisions of these treaties in the areas of its competence. Being a 
party to a UN treaty gives the EU membership rights in the body supervising the treaty, if applicable. 
For instance, the EU is a full member of the International Seabed Authority, which was established 
under the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. The EU has been actively involved 
in negotiations on stringent matters, such as on the adoption and implementation of subsequent 
agreements under the climate change convention (UNFCCC), strongly supporting the objective of 
reducing the greenhouse gas emissions, most recently at COP 24 in Katowice. The EU also 
participated actively in the negotiations and the ongoing implementation33 of the Global Compact 
on refugees,34 as well as in the preparation of the Global Compact on migration35 (the latter was not 
however endorsed by all Member States, because of its more disputed nature, and EU participation 
was limited in the negotiations). 

2.3. The EU and its Member States among the main contributors 
to the UN system budget 

The EU and its Member States contribute roughly a third36 to the UN system budget, while 
representing less than 15 % of UN membership. This contribution raises the Union's visibility and 
influence within the organisation. The EU has concluded a Financial and Administrative Framework 
Agreement37 with a number of UN departments and agencies, which enhances its cooperation 
avenues with these. The EU alone is the biggest non-government donor to the United Nations. In 
2018, it contributed approximately €3.12 billion38 (not including EU Member States' contributions, 
which are an important part of UN budget). This represents 6.5% of the total UN system budget of 
US$56 billion.39 The UN budget is funded from mandatory payments from states, as well as voluntary 
contributions from states and other donors. The mandatory payments by UN member states, called 
assessed contributions, are calculated through a complex formula that takes into account the 
respective state's wealth and role in the UN (such as permanent UNSC member). The assessed 
contributions fund the UN regular budget and the peace-keeping budget. Some of the agencies, 
programmes and funds are funded through a mixture of assessed contributions and voluntary 
contributions, while others are funded only through donor payments. The Breton Woods 
institutions (IMF, World Bank Group) are not included in the UN system total budget.  

 
33 The EU participated in the first-ever Global Refugee Forum (GRF) in December 2019. 
34 See I. Zamfir, The Global Compact on Refugees, EPRS, European Parliament, 2018. 
35 See J. Apap, A global compact on migration, EPRS, European Parliament, 2017. 
36 See assessed and voluntary contributions, website of the United Nations Chief Executive Board for Coordination.  
37 Financial and administrative framework agreement between the European Union and the United Nations, 

31 December 2018. 
38 According to the website of the United Nations Chief Executive Board for Coordination, US$3.69 billion, converted 

using OECD conversion rates. 
39 Total revenue for the UN system, website of the United Nations Chief Executive Board for Coordination. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/security-defence-crisis-response/72415/global-refugee-forum-eu-put-spotlight-response-partnership-syrian-refugee-crisis_fr
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/623550/EPRS_BRI(2018)623550_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/614638/EPRS_BRI(2017)614638_EN.pdf
https://www.unsceb.org/tags-fb/assessed-and-voluntary-contributions-0
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/brussels/docs/Strategic%20Framework/un_fafa_consolidated_2018.pdf
https://www.unsceb.org/content/FS-L00-02
https://data.oecd.org/conversion/exchange-rates.htm
https://www.unsceb.org/content/FS-K00-02?gyear=2018


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
  
 

12 

Figure 1 – EU and EU Member States' contributions to the UN system total budget in 2018 
(in US$ million) 

 

Data source: UN System Financial Statistics. 

3. The EU in the main UN bodies 
The first layer of the UN system – its core - is composed of six main organs: the UN Security Council, 
the UN General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the UN Secretariat (the 
administration), the International Court of Justice40 and the Trusteeship Council (largely inactive). 
The EU has observer status in two of these: the General Assembly and ECOSOC. 

3.1. The EU in the General Assembly 
The EU has had enhanced observer status in the UN General Assembly, which brings together all the 
193 member states represented in the UN, since 2011. The Assembly debates on many issues of 
international relevance covered by the Charter of the United Nations. It meets in plenary each year 
in September in New York. The EEC obtained observer status in the General Assembly in 1974. A 
resolution adopted by the UNGA41 in May 2011 (65/276) gave the EU enhanced status (after a first 

 
40 The EU is an active supporter of the International Court of Justice. See I. Zamfir, International Criminal Court at 15: 

International justice and the crisis of multilateralism, EPRS, European Parliament, 2017. 
41 Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 3 May 2011.  

https://www.unsceb.org/content/un-system-financial-statistics
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/603920/EPRS_BRI(2017)603920_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/603920/EPRS_BRI(2017)603920_EN.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/n1052910.pdf
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failed attempt on the part of the EU in 2010).42 This status comes with additional rights (some of 
which no other observers currently have) such as the right to intervene in the general debate of the 
General Assembly, the right to orally submit proposals and amendments (but these 'shall be put to 
vote only at the request of a member state'), the right to once reply to positions concerning it, and 
the right to have communications that relate to the work of the General Assembly circulated as 
documents of the respective session or meeting. As an observer, the EU does not have the right to 
vote, to co-sponsor draft resolutions or decisions, or to put forward candidates in the UNGA. While 
these rights are currently only attributed to the EU, any other international organisation entitled to 
represent its members in the UN on specific matters could claim them (according to Article 343 of 
the resolution). 

Although it was hailed as a big success for EU diplomacy, the resolution did not fulfil all the EU's 
initial ambitions. According to researchers44 analysing it shortly after its adoption, despite 
recognising the Union's competences in foreign policy, it provided the EU with fewer participation 
rights than would have been 'needed under Lisbon for the EU to truly behave as a global actor within 
the UN'. The procedural constraints the resolution imposes mean that 'the EU [still] has to rely on its 
Member States to promote its agenda in the UNGA'. The resolution did not lend new impetus to the 
EU's efforts to obtain enhanced status in other UN bodies either. EU's enhanced status in the UNGA 
is difficult to replicate in other bodies 'due to the existing non-conducive international political 
environment'.45 

The President of the European Council, the HR/VP, the European Commission and the EU delegation 
can all present the positions of the EU and its Member States at the UN. They make their 
interventions in formal meetings early on among representatives of major groups, usually ahead of 
representatives of individual UN states. This is seen as 'one of the major achievements of the 
Resolution […] safeguarding the effectiveness in the delivery of EU messages and positions'.46 
Before 2011, the state holding the EU rotating presidency spoke on the EU's behalf, in the time slot 
allocated to the UN states. These changes have enabled the EU to present its positions 
systematically. The resolution also gives the right to the EU representative to speak in the general 
debate of the UN General Assembly, which is held at the beginning of each session, usually in 
September. Since 2011, using this right, the President of the European Council has delivered an 
annual speech in the General Debate on behalf of the EU. Every year, before the General Assembly 
meeting in September, Council adopts priorities for the EU in the UN General Assembly. The EU 
Delegation to the UN in New York represents the EU in the Assembly on a day-to-day basis. It 
coordinates with the 27 EU countries in advance in order to adopt common positions and 
statements, and acts as facilitator for coordinating voting among Member States in the UNGA. The 
EU is active in the UNGA's six main committees, where it regularly makes statements on the issues 

 
42 S. Blavoukos, D. Bourantonis and I. Galariotis, 'In quest of a single European Union voice in the United Nations General 

Assembly: The politics of Resolution 65/276', Cooperation and Conflict, Vol. 52(4), 2017.  
43 Article 3 of UNGA Resolution 65/276: 'Recognises that following a request on behalf of a regional organization that 

has observer status in the General Assembly and whose member States have agreed arrangements that allow that 
organization's representatives to speak on behalf of the organization and its member States, the Assembly may adopt 
modalities for the participation of that regional organization's representatives, such as those set out in the annex to 
the present resolution'. 

44 J. Wouters, J. Odermatt and T. Ramopoulos, The status of the European Union at the United Nations after the General 
Assembly Resolution of 3 May 2011, 2011. 

45 S. Blavoukos, D. Bourantonis, I. Galariotis and M. Gianniou, The European Union's visibility and coherence at the United 
Nations General Assembly, Global Affairs, Volume 2, 2016 − Issue 1. 

46 P. A. Serrano de Haro, Participation of the European Union in the work of the United Nations: General Assembly 
Resolution 65/276, Centre for the Law of EU External Relations Working Papers, 2012/4. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0010836716684879
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0010836716684879
https://ghum.kuleuven.be/ggs/publications/opinions/opinions10_wouters_odermatt_ramopoulos.pdf
https://ghum.kuleuven.be/ggs/publications/opinions/opinions10_wouters_odermatt_ramopoulos.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23340460.2016.1132650
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23340460.2016.1132650
https://www.asser.nl/media/1633/cleer2012-4web.pdf
https://www.asser.nl/media/1633/cleer2012-4web.pdf
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debated. Similarly to a parliamentary setting, the main committees, which are organised by 
thematic areas, analyse issues referred to them by the General Assembly and present reports, 
including draft resolutions, to the plenary. 

These changes have had a positive impact on EU's involvement in the UN. According to research on 
the matter,47 the EU has been able to increase coherence among Member States on its positions and 
its visibility in the UN since Lisbon and since the adoption of UNGA Resolution 65/276. However, 
Member States' divergent views remain an obstacle to achieving coherence on all issues: 'deeply 
rooted national interests of member states seem to be one of the main obstacles for the EU's desire 
to speak with one voice in the UNGA. This division by national interests did not fundamentally 
change with the implementation of the CFSP but seems to remain a generally stable pattern'48. 
Domestic politics also drive divergence on international issues, as was the case with the UN Global 
Compact for Migration,49 endorsed by the UNGA. Despite this, EU's 'cohesion is remarkably high as 
compared to other regional organisations like the African Union, the Arab League, ASEAN…'.50  

3.1.1. EU support for human rights in the UNGA and the UN Human Rights 
Council 

One area in which the EU has been most successful in leveraging its observer status in the UNGA 
and its subsidiary body − the UN Human Rights Council − is human rights.  

Working with other like-minded countries, such as European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 
countries, accession or neighbourhood countries, as well as other countries committed to human 
rights agenda in the world, the EU has supported numerous resolutions on human rights issues of 
international concern in the UNGA. Furthermore, the EU also participates as a regular observer51 in 
the UN Human Rights Council (HRC).52 It is very active53 in the UNHRC's sessions, where it negotiates 
resolutions and coordinates statements with EU and non-EU countries. The EU delivers statements 
on human rights situations that require the Council's attention in UNHRC plenary sessions. It also 

 
47 Ibid. 
48 N. Burmester and M. Jankowski, 'One voice or different choice? Vote defection of European Union member states in 

the United Nations General Assembly', British Journal of Politics and International Relations, Vol. 20(3), 2018. 
49 A. Medinilla, P. Veron and V. Mazzara, EU-UN cooperation: confronting change in the multilateral system, ECDPM, 

discussion paper No 260, September 2019. 
50 Ibid. 
51 United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC), EPRS European Parliament, 2018. 
52 According to the rules of procedure of the HRC, observer status is regulated by the rules established to this purpose 

by the UN ECOSOC and the practice of its predecessor organisation the Human Rights Commission − a subsidiary 
body of ECOSOC (unlike the HRC, which is a subsidiary body of the UNGA). 

53 The EU in Geneva, EEAS website, 31 January 2020.  

The Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
The Human Rights Council (UNHRC) is a subsidiary body of the General Assembly. Created on 
15 March 2006 by the General Assembly, it is an intergovernmental body within the United Nations system, 
'responsible for strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights around the globe and for 
addressing situations of human rights violations and making recommendations on them'. It is composed of 
47 UN member states, elected by the UN General Assembly with absolute majority. Members of the Council 
serve for a period of three years and are not eligible for immediate re-election after serving two consecutive 
terms. The HRC has been subject to much criticism because it includes members whose commitment to 
human rights is at least questionable such as Eritrea, or Venezuela. Violations of human rights in Eritrea have 
been highlighted by the special rapporteur on Eritrea established by the HRC itself. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1369148118768184
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1369148118768184
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/EU-UN-Cooperation-Confronting-Change-Multilateral-System-ECDPM-Discussion-Paper-260.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/573970/EPRS_ATA(2016)573970_EN.pdf
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/E/HRC/resolutions/A_HRC_RES_5_1.doc
https://www.unov.org/documents/NGO/NGO_Resolution_1996_31.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/un-geneva/660/eu-geneva_en
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makes numerous statements on specific cases and issues of concern. For example, the EU has 
sponsored annual resolutions54 on freedom of religion and belief in the UNGA and in the UNHRC. In 
practice, finding a consensus on specific human rights issues among all EU Member States is not 
always easy.55 

According to research56 on the matter, 'Post Lisbon, the EU's representation in the [Human Rights] 
Council is better streamlined. The Union Delegation heads the EU internal coordination in the HRC, 
leads informal consultations and intervenes in interactive dialogues in the Council. Newly 
established actors, such as the EU Special Representative on Human Rights, address the HRC. As 
indicated, however, the Union retained its observer status, and EU representatives (other than EU 
Member States) are not allowed to deliver statements on behalf of the Union in the speaking slots 
reserved to states. Accordingly, the rotating EU Council Presidency continues to speak on behalf of 
the EU in the HRC'. The complex coordination that is necessary to achieve a consensus among 
Member States means that 'the EU is a slow and rather inflexible actor at the Council'. 

3.2. The EU in the Security Council 
The UN Security Council (UNSC) is the UN body responsible for the maintenance of international 
peace and security. It is composed of 15 members. In line with Chapter VII of the UN Charter, the 
Security Council reacts to threats to peace or acts of aggression in the world by calling for peaceful 
settlement or by imposing sanctions or even authorising the use of force to maintain or restore 
international peace and security. The UNSC is composed of five permanent members: China, France, 
the Russian Federation, the UK and the US, and of ten non-permanent members elected for two-
year terms by the General Assembly. Until the UK's withdrawal from the EU, the EU had two 
permanent members on the UNSC: the UK and France. Now, France is the only EU Member State to 
have a permanent seat on the UNSC. Permanent members have the right to veto all UNSC decisions, 
which gives them significant diplomatic clout. All the other EU Member States, except Cyprus and 
Latvia, have sat for at least one term in the UNSC. In 2019, the EU had no fewer than five Member 

 
54 EU Statement – United Nations General Assembly: Combating terrorism and other acts of violence based on religion 

or belief, EEAS website, 2 April 2019. 
55 'Greece blocks EU statement on China human rights at UN', Euractiv, June 2017. 
56 J. Wouters and K. Meuwissen, The European Union at the UN Human Rights Council. Multilateral human rights 

protection coming of age?, December 2013.  

Council conclusions 
Every year the EU Council adopts conclusions on EU priorities for United Nations Human Rights forums, 
including the UN Human Rights Council, the UN General Assembly and the UN Security Council. The 2020 
conclusions, adopted in February, state that the EU will continue engaging in strengthening the HRC, 
recognising its unique role and added value. 

The Council's Working Party on Human Rights, COHOM, brings together representatives from Council, the 
Commission and the EEAS and establishes priorities for the EU before each of the sessions of the HRC and 
the Third Committee of the UNGA (which is responsible for human rights, among other things). 

European Parliament recommendations 
The European Parliament follows EU activity in the UN closely and adopts yearly recommendations to the 
Council on the priorities to be pursued by the Union in the UN General Assembly. Its last such 
recommendations, from July 2018, included areas such as the reform of the UN system (see box above 
under Section 2.1), women, the peace and security agenda, the Global Compacts for Migration and on 
Refugees, climate change and climate diplomacy. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/un-new-york/60534/node/60534_gl
https://www.euractiv.com/section/china/news/greece-blocks-eu-statement-on-china-human-rights-at-un/
https://ghum.kuleuven.be/ggs/publications/working_papers/2013/126WoutersMeuwissen
https://ghum.kuleuven.be/ggs/publications/working_papers/2013/126WoutersMeuwissen
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States in the UNSC, i.e. one third of the Council's membership. In 2020, there are still four EU Member 
States in the UNSC (Belgium, Estonia, France and Germany). 

According to Article 34 of the Treaty on European Union, Member States represented on the UN 
Security Council should coordinate their positions, defend the positions and interests of the Union, 
and inform the other Member States and the High Representative. They should also ask the Council 
to invite the HR/VP to present the Union's position when appropriate. In practice, these provisions 
are implemented in the following way: statements on relevant issues in the UNSC are delivered on 
special occasions by the HR/VP, and more regularly by the EU delegation to the UN, as well as by 
other EEAS senior officials, on behalf of the EU and its Member States and sometimes also on behalf 
of candidate and certain neighbourhood countries, when these support the Union's position (see 
for instance the statement at the open debate of the UN Security Council on Transitional Justice: a 
Building Block Towards Sustaining Peace).57 There are weekly information-sharing meetings 
between UNSC EU members and the other EU Member States.  

As part of the debate on the reform of the United Nations, proposals58 have been made since the 
1990s to give the EU a seat on the Security Council. The current outlook59 does not look promising.60 
There have been various proposals61 supported by different groups of states to modify the UNSC's 
current membership, but little consensus has emerged.62 There is even less support for the idea of 
opening up to non-state entities. A theoretical possibility would be for the EU to take France's 
permanent seat, which would likely cause less resistance from third states, but would still probably 
require a modification of the UN Charter. There are precedents for such a move. In 1963, the Charter 
of the United Nations was amended in order to increase the number of non-permanent members 
from six to ten – the only reform of the UNSC to date. Taking over a country's UNSC membership 
also has precedents. It happened when China replaced Taiwan in 1971, and Russia replaced the 
former Soviet Union in 1991. An unofficial proposal from Germany63 to transform France's 
permanent seat on the UNSC into a joint EU permanent seat was not however endorsed by France.64 
France instead supports an extension of the UNSC with new permanent members such as Germany, 
Japan, Brazil, India, and two African countries. 

 
57 See EU Statement – United Nations Security Council: Transitional Justice, a Building Block Towards Sustaining Peace, 

EEAS website, 13 February 2020. For other statements delivered in the UNSC see EU Delegation web page. 
58 E. Drieskens, 'Curb your enthusiasm: why an EU perspective on UN Security Council reform does not imply an EU seat', 

Global Affairs, Vol. 1(1), Taylor & Francis Online, 2015.  
59 Ibid. 
60 'An EU perspective on the reform of the UNSC reveals that an EU seat at the UNSC is not a very likely scenario. In 

Brussels as in New York, there is little support for the introduction of such a seat, an attitude unchanged by the Lisbon 
Treaty. Complicating factors include the differences in opinion between the EU member states as well as the EU's 
difficult experience with upgrading its status in the UNGA.' E. Drieskens, 'Curb your enthusiasm: why an EU perspective 
on UN Security Council reform does not imply an EU seat', Global Affairs, Vol. 1(1), 2015. 

61 In 2005, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan proposed extending UNSC membership from 15 to 24 states. See UN News, 
21 March 2005. 

62 See for example the Global Policy Forum website for a collection of sources on the ongoing debate. 
63 France rejects German wish for EU seat at UN Security Council, Deutsche Welle, 29 November 2018. 
64 'ONU: la France ne lâche pas son siège au Conseil de sécurité', L'Express, 29 November 2018.  

In July 2018, the European Parliament called on the EU 'to redouble efforts to reform the UNSC in particular, 
through a significant limitation or by regulating the use of the right to veto, notably in cases where there 
is evidence of war crimes and crimes against humanity, which has been obstructing the decision-making 
process and through a change in the composition of its membership to better reflect today's global order, 
inter alia through a permanent seat for the European Union'. It also called for the EU and its Member States 
to speak with one voice in the UN. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/un-new-york/74705/eu-statement-%E2%80%93-united-nations-security-council-transitional-justice-building-block-towards_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/category/tags/security-council_en
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23340460.2014.970468
https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2014.970468
https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2014.970468
https://news.un.org/en/story/2005/03/132432-call-action-not-more-words-annan-outlines-plan-radical-un-reform
https://www.globalpolicy.org/security-council/security-council-reform.html
https://www.dw.com/en/france-rejects-german-wish-for-eu-seat-at-un-security-council/a-46513931
https://www.lexpress.fr/actualite/monde/europe/onu-la-france-ne-lache-pas-son-siege-au-conseil-de-securite_2051115.html


European Union involvement in the United Nations system 
  
 

17 

3.3. The EU in the United Nations Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC)  

ECOSOC's 54 members are elected by the UN General Assembly for a term of three years, on the 
basis of geographical representation. According to the ECOSOC rules of procedure, representatives 
of intergovernmental organisations accorded permanent observer status by the General Assembly 
and of other intergovernmental organizations can 'participate, without the right to vote, in the 
deliberations of the Council on questions within the scope of the activities of the organisations'. The 
EU inherited its observer status from the EEC. The EU is also an observer without voting rights in 
ECOSOC's eight functional commissions and in the regional commissions. As such, the EU 
cooperates closely with the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. The EU has become 
a party to several international conventions that were negotiated under the auspices of UNECE.65 

4. EU and UN partnership on crisis management 
Another important dimension of EU-UN cooperation is crisis management. This cooperation66 goes 
back to EU's first civilian and military operations in 2003 (in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and, 
respectively, in Macedonia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo), when a Joint Declaration on 
EU-UN Cooperation in Crisis Management was signed. In 2018, the Council adopted conclusions67 
on the priorities of the UN-EU Strategic Partnership on peace operations and crisis management for 
the period 2019-2021. The Council proposes increased cooperation between EU and UN missions 
and operations in the field, as well as increased cooperation between EU Member States to ensure 
the predictability of their support and contribution to UN peace operations. It also recommends 
launching initiatives to deepen UN-EU-African Union trilateral cooperation. One overarching priority 
should be that of including women in peace and security operations. Most EU military operations 
have been established with a reference to a UN Security Council resolution, providing them the 
necessary legitimacy. The EU's operations have provided significant burden sharing with UN peace 
keeping, particularly in Mali. The relationship between the EU and UN has evolved68 into 'the most 
closed-knit institutionalised partnership between two independent organisations', but EU missions 
and operations preserve a high degree of autonomy vis-à-vis UN action. 

5. The EU's status in UN programmes and decentralised 
agencies, and in related organisations 

EU participation in UN agencies, programmes and funds and in the other UN-related organisations 
(the trade and financial global institutions) varies from being a full member with voting rights such 
as in the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the World Trade Organisation (WTO) to being 

 
65 See A.-L. Chané and J. Wouters, The European Union in United Nations economic governance fora, KU Leuven, 

Working Paper No 182, March 2017. 
66 Reinforcing the EU-UN Strategic Partnership on Crisis Management, EEAS website, 12 June 2020.  
67 Multilateralism: the Council endorses the UN-EU Strategic Partnership on peace operations and crisis management 

priorities for 2019-2021, Council of the EU, press release, 18 September 2018.  
68  T. Tardy, 'The European Union and UN Peace Operations: What Global–Regional Peace and Security Partnership?' in 

C. de Coning and M. Peter (eds), United Nations Peace Operations in a Changing Global Order, Palgrave Macmillan, 2019. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320053203_The_European_Union_in_United_Nations_Economic_Governance_Fora
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-Homepage/52554/reinforcing-eu-un-strategic-partnership-crisis-management_el
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/fr/press/press-releases/2018/09/18/multilateralism-the-council-endorses-the-un-eu-strategic-partnership-on-peace-operations-and-crisis-management-priorities-for-2019-2021/
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-99106-1_12
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merely an observer, or having no status (for example in some agencies and in UN treaty bodies 
responsible for implementing treaties to which the EU is not a party).  

5.1.1. Full membership in the WTO 
The EU is a full member of the WTO with all the related rights (this is not the case for the FAO); the 
only international organisation to enjoy such a status. The Union enjoys exclusive competence for 
conducting the trade policy of its Member States, therefore the EU is the natural interlocutor for 
trade partners in the world as well as for the WTO. The European Commission represents the EU in 
the WTO governing bodies (the Ministerial Conference and General Council of the WTO) and in the 
subsidiary WTO bodies. It has negotiated WTO agreements based on a mandate delivered by the EU 
Council. The EU is committed to the WTO as the guardian of multilateral trade. In response to the US 
boycott of the WTO Appellate Body, which has made this body unable to function, in January 2020 
the EU helped set up a provisional appellate body69 together with some 70 other countries to unlock 
this crucial mechanism for settling international trade disputes. 

5.1.2. FAO membership: Shared with the Member States 
EU became a full member of the FAO in 1991, after the organisation modified its constitution70 to 
open its membership to regional economic organisations that had taken over competences from 
their member states in areas relevant to the FAO. The EU exercises participatory rights, including the 
right to vote, but these are subject to some restrictions. The EU and its Member States are prevented 
from exercising dual membership. The EU must coordinate with its Member States as to how to 
share participation in the organisation. In 1992, the Commission and the Council adopted working 
arrangements for the exercise by the EU and its Member States of membership rights in the FAO. In 
2005, in light of the Lisbon Treaty the Commission and Council put forward proposals71 to update 
these arrangements. 

5.1.3. Observer status 
In most UN agencies and funds, the EU has observer status, which is determined in each case by the 
constituent charter of the organisation concerned. As an observer, the EU usually has the right to 
access meetings, the right to speak, the right to take part in the discussion, and the right to obtain 
official documentation, but does not have the right to vote.72 Therefore, the EU often has a rather 
weak legal status. In some bodies, such as the International Maritime Organization (IMO), the 
European Commission enjoys observer status as EU representative, and is represented by the 
competent DG.  

5.1.4. Informal influence 
The EU can also exercise a significant degree of informal influence. In the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), the EU has no formal status. However, the EU has played an important, albeit informal 
role73 in the nomination of the current IMF head, Kristalina Georgieva. The IMF head was proposed 

 
69 Beatriz Rios, 'China, WTO members join EU’s ad-hoc appellate body in Davos', Euractiv, 24 January 2020. 
70 Constitution of the food and agriculture organization of the United Nations, 1945. 
71 The role of the European Union in the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) after the Treaty of Lisbon, note, 

Council of the EU, 12 May 2015.  
72 C. Kaddous, The European Union in International Organisations and Global Governance: Recent Developments, p.10, 

Bloomsbury Publishing Pic, 2015. 
73 Mehreen Kahn, 'Kristalina Georgieva selected by EU for IMF top job', Financial Times, August 2019. 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/china-wto-members-join-eus-ad-hoc-appellate-body-in-davos/
http://www.fao.org/3/x5584e/x5584e0i.htm
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8233-2015-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/7b89aa12-b543-11e9-8cb2-799a3a8cf37b
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by Europe after a vote among EU finance ministers. On the basis of an unwritten rule, Europe 
proposes the head of the IMF, while the US proposes the World Bank chief. 

In practice, the EU can have considerable influence on the UN agencies' activities, through its 
coordination with the Member States, its influence in standard-setting,74 and its key role as a 
financial contributor. The EU is a major partner for most agencies and UN programmes, being overall 
one of the biggest contributors75 to the development programmes they implement. In order to 
strengthen the partnership, the EU has concluded a general framework agreement on financing 
with the UN,76 as well as numerous other agreements on specific partnerships and programmes with 
the various entities of the UN system. The earmarking of funding for specific projects gives the EU 
an important role in defining priorities together with the UN agencies. 

Figure 2 − EU funding to the UN system by entity in 2019, in € million 

 

Data source: EU budgetary commitments (including the EU budget, the 10th European Development Fund 
(FEDF) and EU trust funds).77  

 
74 For example, the EU has engaged with the UN system in various forums such as the United Nations Conference on 

Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), and the World Intellectual 
Property Organisation (WIPO) to help to develop international norms and standards in ICT, in areas such as 
ecommerce, digital transformation, internet governance and digital development, etc. 

75 According to OECD statistics on official development aid. 
76 Financial and Administrative Framework Agreement between the European Union represented by the European 

Commission and the United Nations, 2014. 
77 The data were provided as a courtesy by the UN/UNDP Office in Brussels. 

https://stats.oecd.org/
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/download/referencedocumentfile/109
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/download/referencedocumentfile/109
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Figure 3 − EU status in main EU bodies 

 

 

Source: United Nations System Chart, July 2019, websites of the entities listed. 

* The list of entities in which the EU enjoys observer status does not pretend to be exhaustive.78 The EU's observer status 
in the various entities of the UN system varies depending on the constitutive rules of the respective organs. In some, the 
EU enjoys ad hoc or de facto observer status, in others permanent observer status, while in still others it is represented by 
the European Commission.  

** The EU is a 'sectoral member' of the ITU without voting rights, in practice this is closer to observer status. 

 
78 Not all entities publish comprehensive information on the organisations they recognise as observers. The legal clarity 

of the observer status varies, and only in certain cases (such as for the specialised agencies and related organisations) 
is it enshrined in the constitutive act.  

https://www.un.org/en/pdfs/un_system_chart.pdf
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6. EU involvement in the UN development system 
The United Nations Development System (UNDS)79 covers various UN entities and instruments, 
including UN funds, programmes, commissions and specialised agencies. It receives guidance from 
the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and its commissions.80 The UNDS is 'two-tiered, with 
policy-making and oversight taking place in both system-wide UN governance structures and in the 
governance structures of UNDS entities themselves'.81 It also consists of various actors at local and 
regional level. The UNDS is the biggest multilateral development actor, accounting for '33 % of 
multilateral aid in 2015'.82 

The adoption of Agenda 2030 gave new coherence and impetus to UN development efforts. The 
United Nations Sustainable Development Group (UNSDG)83 was created in order to coordinate the 
measures undertaken by the various parts of the UN Development System to achieve the 
sustainable development goals. The Group meets twice a year under the chairmanship of the 
UNSDG chair, who is currently also the UN deputy secretary-general. The Group is composed of the 
executive heads of UNSDG member entities.  

The EU is present in most of the agencies and programmes that make up the UNDS as an active 
observer, an important provider of financing for projects implemented by them and a partner in 
various frameworks of cooperation. (See table in annex). 

6.1. EU financing for the UNDS  
The EU has channelled an increasing share of its development funds through the UN system. These 
funds still target third countries, but their implementation is conducted by UN bodies, in close 
cooperation with the EU, usually represented by the European Commission and the EU delegation 

 
79 Governance of the United Nations Development System, United Nations University.  
80 B. Adams and S. Dayringer, Where next for the United Nations Development System?, Global Policy Forum.  
81 Governance of the United Nations Development System, United Nations University.  
82 Reform of the UN Development System: Analysis and Comments, German Development Institute.  
83 UN Sustainable Development Group website.  

Reform of the United Nations Development System 
The UNSD has long been criticised for its inefficiencies and its fragmentation both at the level of 
functioning, with numerous entities often acting in an uncoordinated manner, and at the level of policy 
setting. The 2030 development agenda purports to bring new coherence to the UNDS. 

Mandated by the General Assembly of the United Nations in May 2018, the reform of the United Nations 
Development System was driven by the proposals of Secretary-General António Guterres, who has made 
it a priority of his mandate. The main objective of the reform is to reshape the United Nations Development 
System to deliver the 2030 agenda. According to the UN website, 'the Member States need the UN 
Development System to be fit for the 2030 agenda, with a stronger, better-defined collective identity as a 
trusted, reliable, cohesive, accountable, and effective partner to countries. This reform should yield a UN 
development system that is more integrated, more focused on delivery on the ground, with clearer internal 
and external accountability for contributions to national needs, and with capacities, skillsets, and resources 
better aligned to the 2030 agenda'. The EU supports the UN Development System reform and the 
achievement of the sustainable development goals. In September 2019, the EU and the UN signed a 
contribution agreement of €30 million to the joint fund for the 2030 Agenda, a central component of the 
ongoing reform of the UN Development System. 

https://unu.edu/projects/governance-of-the-united-nations-development-system.html
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/271-general/52836-where-next-for-the-united-nations-development-system.html
https://unu.edu/projects/governance-of-the-united-nations-development-system.html
https://www.die-gdi.de/en/reform-uno/
https://unsdg.un.org/
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on the ground. The EU plays an important role84 in setting the goals of programmes and projects by 
earmarking funds for specific objectives. This cooperation allows it to take advantage of the UN's 
vast expertise, broad networks and strong capacity as a development actor and to avoid duplication 
of efforts. Some critics have however pointed out that this approach is in need of improvement. The 
2018 OECD development cooperation peer review of the EU85 recommends that 'in channelling 
funds to multilateral organisations, the Commission should articulate a clearer rationale [for doing 
so] to ensure added value' since EU Member States can also provide funding to the same UN entities. 
The channelling of development funding by both the EU and its Member States to the same UN 
entities significantly increases the transaction costs for the receiving organisations. A recent study 
on EU relations with the UN86 concludes based on interviews it has conducted that 'UN entities see 
the EU as a 'giant ATM' but do not include it in their engagement and programming on the ground'. 
According to the same study, an additional issue is that there is an increasing tendency on the EU 
side to earmark its funding for the UN system, i.e. to tie it closely to precisely defined projects, 
instead of assigning it to more general actions. This can have a negative impact on the coherence 
and pursuit of common results by various UN entities. 

Figure 4 − EU official development assistance channelled through the UN system, 2018, in 
US$ million (constant 2017 prices), disbursements  

 

Data source: OECD statistics, Creditor Reporting System, 2018, data extracted in May 2020. 

 
84 See for instance, EU-UN cooperation: confronting change in the multilateral system, September 2019. 
85 OECD Development Co‑operation Peer Reviews: European Union, 2018. 
86 EU-UN cooperation: confronting change in the multilateral system, ECDPM, September 2019. 

https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?r=884360&erroCode=403&lastaction=login_submit
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/EU-UN-Cooperation-Confronting-Change-Multilateral-System-ECDPM-Discussion-Paper-260.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/9789264309494-en.pdf?expires=1590404191&id=id&accname=ocid194994&checksum=6A0A196F4A85794D23E1280ADBB23AEA
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/EU-UN-Cooperation-Confronting-Change-Multilateral-System-ECDPM-Discussion-Paper-260.pdf


European Union involvement in the United Nations system 
  
 

23 

Figure 5 − Evolution of total EU ODA (disbursements) channelled through United Nations 
(UN) agencies, funds or commissions in € million (constant 2017 prices) 

 

Data source: OECD, Creditor Reporting System, 2018, data extracted in May 2020. 

6.2. Examples of the EU cooperating with various UN agencies 

6.2.1. The International Labour Organization 
Created in 1919, the International Labour Organization (ILO) is a tripartite UN agency, bringing 
governments, employers, and workers of 187 member states together. Through standard setting, 
policy development and programmes, the ILO promotes decent work for all women and men.  

EU collaboration with the ILO started formally in 1958, but until the end of the millennium it focused 
mainly on providing developing countries with support. Since 2000, when the practice of holding 
high-level meetings (HLMs) among the senior representatives of the two organisations was 
established, EU-ILO cooperation has helped the EU and Member States to articulate social policies, 
providing input to initiatives such as the Lisbon Strategy, the Europe 2020 guidelines, the flexicurity 
model, the reform of Public Employment Services, the minimum wage legislation, the European 
Youth Guarantee (YG), and the guardianship of the growing digital labour platforms and the future 
of work.87 Cooperation between the EU and the ILO has been complemented by a strategic 
partnership in the field of development established in 2004.88 This cooperation has both intensified 
through further discussions between the Commission and the ILO, starting joint initiatives 

 
87 EU and ILO, Shaping the Future of Work, study commissioned by the European Parliament, Policy Department for 

Economic, Scientific and Quality of Life Policies, June 2019. 
88 Memorandum of understanding, July 2004. 

The EU's status in the ILO 
The EU has an observer status that enables it to attend ILO Governing Body meetings and the International 
Labour Conference (ILC). The ILC is the forum for discussion of key social and labour questions, it 
establishes and adopts international labour standards, adopts the budget, and elects the Governing Body. 
The observer status is granted by an exchange of letters, which was last renewed in 2001. The EU is 
recognised as an international organisation, along with several other international organisations, on 
behalf of which governments can make statements. 

https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?r=884360&erroCode=403&lastaction=login_submit
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/638407/IPOL_STU(2019)638407_EN.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---europe/---ro-geneva/---ilo-brussels/documents/genericdocument/wcms_169299.pdf
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addressing more specific issues, and widened the scope set up by the framework of 2001, giving 
priority to the promotion of labour standards.89 

The EU relies on its EU Member States to receive information and to be associated with or involved 
in consultations with the ILO Office,90 the organisation's permanent secretariat. In practice, the EU's 
positions are often expressed by the EU Member States and not directly by EU representatives. The 
Commission and the EU delegation in Geneva organise preparatory meetings to debate the topics 
on the agenda of the ILC. According to two researchers on the topic (Evelyne Pichot and 
Rudi Delarue), the EU engagement and influence in the ILO's work has increased over the past 
decade. The EU and its Member States have proved able to agree on the positions to be expressed. 
This engagement is decisive in the content of the policies and the standards adopted. The EU and 
its Member States play a key role in financing the ILO, becoming the top contributor in the 2016 to 
2017 period.91 This financial role strengthens the EU's credibility and impact and helps to secure 
results-oriented cooperation.92 

There is a close legal connection between ILO standards and EU legislation. The EU ensures that the 
ratification of ILO's conventions by the EU Member States is possible by seeking their compatibility 
with the principles of pre-existing EU standards and policies during the preparation and negotiation 
phases.93 Furthermore, the EU provides the ILO with support during preparatory processes and in 
the negotiation of instruments and frameworks providing consolidated global rules, such as the 
Maritime Labour Convention (2006). The EU's approach can also on occasion inspire ILO global 
standards, as for instance in the case of the ILO programme of action on decent work in global 
supply chains (2016). The EU and its Member States play an active role in the implementation and 
supervision of ILO international labour standards by participating in the Committee on the 
Application of Standards.94 The EU has promoted the adoption and ratification of ILO conventions 
by expressing support, by recommending its Member States ratify and by advocating for them in 
international fora. 

ILO conventions play an important part in EU trade policies. Many recent EU bilateral agreements 
contain provisions on respect by parties for international obligations relating to labour standards, 
with more or less explicit reference to the ILO. The EU's generalised system of preferences, through 
which the EU grants developing countries unilateral trade preferences, makes these preferences 
conditional on respect for eight ILO core conventions.95 

 
89 E. Pichot and R. Delarue, 'International Labour Organization (ILO): A dynamic and result-oriented cooperation with the 

EU and its Members States', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook on the European Union and 
International Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, pp. 101-119. 

90 Ibid. 
91 Exécution du Programme de l'OIT 2016-2017 (p. 65). 
92 E. Pichot and R. Delarue, 'International Labour Organization (ILO): A dynamic and result-oriented cooperation with the 

EU and its Members States' in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook on the European Union and International 
Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, pp. 101-119. 

93 E. Pichot and R. Delarue, 'International Labour Organization (ILO): A dynamic and result-oriented cooperation with the 
EU and its Members States', in: R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook on the European Union and 
International Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, pp. 101-119. 

94 G. Pons-Deldrière, 'European Union Participation and Cooperation in ILO Institutions and Activities: An ILO 
Perspective', in C. Kaddous, The European Union in International Organisations and Global Governance: Recent 
Developments, Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2015. 

95 Convention concerning Forced or Compulsory Labour, No 29 (1930); Convention concerning Freedom of Association 
and Protection of the Right to Organise, No 87 (1948); Convention concerning the Application of the Principles of the 
Right to Organise and to Bargain Collectively, No 98 (1949); Convention concerning Equal Remuneration of Men and 
Women Workers for Work of Equal Value, No 100 (1951); Convention concerning the Abolition of Forced Labour, 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_618129.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_618129.pdf
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6.2.2. The World Health Organization  
With 193 member states, the World Health Organization (WHO) is the directing and coordinating 
authority for health within the UN system. Established in 1948, WHO is responsible for providing 
leadership on global health matters, shaping the health research agenda, setting norms and 
standards, articulating evidence-based policy options, providing countries with technical support, 
and monitoring and assessing health trends. 

In practice, the EU positions are expressed by the Member State holding the presidency of the 
Council of the EU. The EU cannot propose a resolution; therefore, an EU Member State will make a 
request in the meeting for the EU Delegation to be allowed to participate in drafting groups. 
Because of the observer status, the EU does not have the right to vote, but most of the time the EU 
and its Member States come to a common position, as they try to stay united. During the 
intergovernmental processes, the EU is normally granted access as a regional economic integration 
organisation (REIO) and can participate fully.96 The EU and EU Member States are the WHO's largest 
financial donor, accounting for one third of the organisation's income.97 

The negotiations for the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control were a turning point for the 
EU's participation in the WHO.98 The EU and its Member States negotiated on the basis of pre-
existing EU tobacco control legislation. As a full party to the convention, the EU participated actively 
in the implementation phase. This convention is good example of a successful exercise of EU's 
influence and leadership in the WHO's policymaking.99 It is the first health treaty to define and 
institutionalise the REIO concept, and stands as a model for EU participation in the WHO. 

The negotiation of the international health regulations in which the EU participates have also 
strengthened relations between the EU and the WHO. The EU supports the work of the WHO on 
strengthening health systems in developing countries, both politically and financially. The EU is also 
actively engaged in the WHO emergency programmes and was among the driving forces behind 
the WHO reform launched in 2012100 to increase coherence in global health by improving its 

 
No 105 (1957); Convention concerning Discrimination in Respect of Employment and Occupation, No 111 (1958); 
Convention concerning Minimum Age for Admission to Employment, No 138 (1973); Convention concerning the 
Prohibition and Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour, No 182 (1999); See I. Zamfir, 
Human rights in EU trade policy: Unilateral measures applied by the EU, EPRS, European Parliament, 2018. 

96 L. Chamorro, 'The EU Voice in the UN System Related to Health and Other Health Actors', in T. Emmerling, I. Kickbusch 
and M. Told (eds), The European Union as a Global Health Actor, World Scientific 2016, pp. 281–99. 

97 Ibid. 
98 T. Emmerling, 'Word Health Organization (WHO) and other global health bodies: The EU voice in a fragmented global 

health landscape', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook on the European Union and International 
Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, pp. 120-141. 

99 G. L. Burci, The European Union and the World Health Organization: Interactions and collaboration from a Governance 
and Policy Perspective, in: C. Kaddous, The European Union in International Organisations and Global Governance: 
Recent developments, Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2015. 

100 T. Emmerling, 'World Health Organization (WHO) and other global health bodies: The EU voice in a fragmented global 
health landscape', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook on the European Union and International 
Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, pp. 120-141. 

EU's status in the WHO 
The EU has observer status in the governing bodies of the WHO. EU representatives can attend the World 
Health Assembly, the Executive Board, and the EURO regional committee meetings, but can only speak 
after all members have spoken. This collaboration was set up through an exchange of letters, the most 
recent dating from 2001. A formal programmatic partnership was established between the WHO Regional 
Office for Europe and the European Commission in 2010 and renewed in 2015. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/621905/EPRS_BRI(2018)621905_EN.pdf
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programmes, and its financial and governing structures. The EU has been funding the Global Fund 
(GF) to fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria since its inception, and has an influential decision-
making position on the GF's Board. 

6.2.3. The International Organization for Migration  
Established in 1951, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) is the leading inter-
governmental organisation in the field of migration. With 173 member states, the IOM is dedicated 
to ensuring humane and orderly migration, to promoting cooperation on migration issues, to 
assisting in the search for practical solutions to migration problems, and to providing humanitarian 
assistance for migrants in need, including refugees and internally displaced people. 

The Union is a key funder of international organisations operating in the field of migration. The EU 
and its Member States are among the largest contributors to the IOM's budget and contribute to 
several IOM funds, such as the Global Assistance Fund, and the Humanitarian Assistance Stranded 
Migrants Fund. The IOM is sometimes considered to be a 'donor-driven agency',101 and is highly 
dependent on voluntary donor and project funding. The Union has funded more than 146 IOM 
projects since 2008102 and has a considerable influence on IOM projects by selecting projects and 
attaching specific requirements and standards.  

The IOM's office in Brussels is frequently contracted by the Commission to implement programmes 
through various EU geographic and thematic fund instruments.103 The EU-IOM Joint Initiative on 
Migrant Protection and Reintegration104 is an example of a project funded by the EU through the 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, and implemented by IOM. This comprehensive programme 
launched in 2016 is aimed at facilitating orderly, safe, regular, and responsible migration governance 
through the implementation of policies focused on migrant protection and sustainable 
reintegration.  

6.2.4. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is the UN agency with a mandate to protect 
refugees. Established in 1950, the UNHCR works to ensure anyone having fled violence, persecution, 
war or disaster at home the right to seek asylum and find safe refuge. 

 
101 F. Georgi and S. Schatral, 'Towards a critical theory of migration control: the case of the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM)', in M. Geiger and A. Pécoud (eds), The New Politics of International Mobility: Migration Management 
and Its Discontents, IMIS-Beiträge, 2012, p. 199. 

102 J. Bqiraj, J.-P. Gauci and A. Khalfaoui, 'United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and International Organization 
for Migration: EU engagement in international migration policies', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook 
on the European Union and International Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, p. 212. 

103 J. Bqiraj, J.-P. Gauci and A. Khalfaoui, 'United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and International Organization 
for Migration: EU engagement in international migration policies', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook 
on the European Union and International Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019, p. 212. 

104 EU - IOM joint initiative for migrant protection and reintegration, website. 

EU status in the IOM 
The EU holds an observer status in the IOM decision-making bodies. The cooperation between IOM and 
EU was formalised in the 2011 EU-IOM framework agreement. A strategic cooperation framework was 
established in 2012 to foster dialogue and cooperation between the IOM and its EU counterparts or 
representatives. With the rise of migration and displacement on the EU and international agenda since 
2015, this cooperation has increased substantially. 

https://migrationjointinitiative.org/
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Since 1993 and the entry into force of the Maastricht Treaty, the EU Member States have increased 
their cooperation on asylum matters, and the EU has stepped up its relations with UNHCR. The EU 
and UNHCR cooperate closely on asylum matters and UNHCR assisted with the shaping of the EU's 
common asylum policy. The core instruments of the common European asylum system refer directly 
to the role of the UNHCR.105 The UNHCR is a member of the management board of the European 
Asylum Support Office and of the FRONTEX Consultative Forum on Fundamental Rights. 

Although the EU can only participate in the UNHCR bodies as an observer, it speaks on behalf of its 
Member States at the meetings of the UNHCR's Executive Committee.106 Through its upgraded 
observer's status in the UN system, the EU can speak and make interventions during UNGA and 
ECOSOC meetings, allowing it to influence the policies governing the UNHCR.107  

In 2018, with a contribution of more than €440 million, the EU was the second-largest donor to 
UNHCR activities.108 UNHCR supports the implementation of several EU programmes and was 
awarded 35 grants by the Commission's DG ECHO in 2017. The same year, the European Commission 
launched several projects under the Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation (ESTIA) 
programme, to help refugees and their families rent urban accommodation and provide them with 
cash assistance. This included a €93.5 million large-scale rental project with UNHCR in Greece, to 
provide accommodation for 30 000 people, and a €57.6 million social safety net project, also 
implemented by UNHCR.109 

6.2.5. The United Nations Development Programme 
The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has been working since 1965 to help achieve 
the eradication of poverty and the reduction of inequalities and exclusion. The UNDP provides help 
with developing policy, leadership skills, partnering abilities, institutional capabilities and resilience, 
in order to sustain development results.  

 
105 J. Bqiraj, J.-P. Gauci and A. Khalfaoui, 'United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and International Organization 

for Migration: EU engagement in international migration policies', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research Handbook 
on the European Union and International Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019. 

106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid. 
108 UNHCR, Donors, webpage. 
109 EU launches new humanitarian programme for the integration and accommodation of refugees in Greece, European 

Commission press release, 27 July 2017. 

EU status in UNHCR 
In 2000, the UNHCR and the EU signed an exchange of letters reinforcing their cooperation on asylum and 
refugee matters and established biannual strategic consultations to be held at senior levels. In 2005, the EU 
and the UNHCR signed a strategic partnership agreement to consolidate and develop cooperation on 
protection and assistance for refugees. The EU participates as an observer in UNHCR decision-making 
bodies. 

 

The EU's status in the UNDP 
The EU has observer status at the UNDP and cannot be one of the 36 members of the Executive Board. 
Nevertheless, EU Member States representatives can express EU's voice. The EU can sit on the board of 
specific projects and funds that it implements together with the UNDP. The EU UNDP cooperation is 
mainly the object of informal arrangements, such as Memoranda of Understanding that are not legally 
binding documents. 

https://www.unhcr.org/donors.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_17_2121
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In practice, the EU and its Member States often send similar messages to the UNDP, since they aim 
to coordinate their positions, allowing the EU's voice to be expressed during the Executive Board 
meetings. The EU-UNDP related work is shared between the Union and the Member States, and 
coordination is ensured through regular meetings between the European Commission and the 
Member States. The 2030 agenda for sustainable development and the SDGs are the current priority 
for EU-UNDP cooperation. The EU and the UNDP cooperate on a variety of issues and hold strategic 
dialogues to discuss issues of common interest and to exchange priorities, with an emphasis on 
learning from each other.110 The UNDP has a representative office in Brussels to support its 
partnership with the EU, and its officials are in daily contact with DG DEVCO. 

The EU and its Member States are together the world's biggest donor of development funds. EU 
development aid funding to the UN is based on ad hoc voluntary contributions and does not 
contribute to the overall UN budget since it is not a member state.111 The EU contracts UNDP to 
implement many projects in third countries. A good example is the recent EU-funded PROTECT 
project, launched in 2019, which is helping Indonesia to prevent and counter violent extremism and 
is implemented by the UNDP.112 The UNDP had expressed its willingness to be more than an 
implementer of the EU programme, but the Union retains the final say on the projects it funds. In 
2020, the EU allocated a budget of more than €321 million to provide direct funding for 192 UNDP 
implemented projects.113  

6.2.6. The World Food Programme 
Established in 1961, the World Food Programme (WFP) is the food-assistance agency of the UN. WFP 
activities focus on emergency assistance, relief and rehabilitation, development aid and special 
operations.  

The EU is a key contributor to WFP activities. In 2017 the EU, together with its Member States was 
the top donor114 and contributed over €2.7 billion to the WFP. The European Commission alone 
contributed €1 billion to humanitarian and development operations in 49 countries, and is the 
second largest donor, behind the United States. The WFP formulates project proposals in the light 
of EU priorities, in order to receive funding.115 The scope of the EU's influence in the work of the WFP 
goes beyond passive funding and shapes the formulation and the implementation of WFP projects. 
For example, DG ECHO is involved from the beginning, setting priorities through the HIPs; during 
the formulation of the projects, when technical assistants in the field intervene with suggestions 

 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 
112 EU and UNDP launch project 'Protect' to support Indonesia in preventing and countering violent extremism, EEAS 

press release, 14 March 2019. 
113 UNDP Transparency Portal. 
114 WFP-EU Partnership 2017 Report, April 2018. 
115 I. Morlino, Food Assistance: What Role for EU-UN Coordination, Working paper No. 2018/1, European Foreign Policy Unit, 

London School of Economics, February 2018. 

The EU's status within the World Food Programme 
The EU has observer status and can sit permanently on the WFP's Executive Board. In 2005, the EU and the 
WFP signed a memorandum of understanding, expressing their intention to establish a strategic 
partnership. A strategic dialogue takes place every year, and regular dialogue is ensured by the EU 
Delegation in Rome and the WFP office in Brussels. The yearly Worldwide Decision and the Humanitarian 
Implementation Plans (HIPs) constitute the framework for cooperation. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/59600/eu-and-undp-launch-project-%E2%80%9Cprotect%E2%80%9D-support-indonesia-preventing-and-countering-violent_ro
https://open.undp.org/#2017
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000070124/download/
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and input addressed to WFP experts formulating projects; during the final shaping of projects, 
through a continuous exchange between DG ECHO and the WFP, with comments and proposals for 
changes; during implementation, by monitoring and regularly reporting; and, finally, with 
evaluation reports.116 This all demonstrates the considerable influence of the EU in the shaping and 
implementation of EU-funded WFP projects. 

The Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN) is the largest humanitarian programme ever funded by the 
EU. This single card social assistance scheme allowed one million refugees in Turkey to receive cash 
assistance in 2017 and to meet their most pressing basic needs. The ESSN was launched in 2016 and 
is financed with €1.725 billion from the EU and its Member States through the Facility for Refugees 
in Turkey. The WFP designed, rolled out, and implemented the biggest cash-based programme 
ever.117 It is an efficient and effective form of assistance, since at least 85 % of the programme costs 
go directly into the pockets of refugees.118 EU-funded WFP cash assistance is increasingly being used 
where markets exist. In places such as Somalia, South Sudan and north-east Nigeria, where severe 
drought and conflict threaten millions of lives, EU support in early action to prevent famine has been 
essential.119 

6.2.7. The Food and Agricultural Organization 
The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) is a UN agency that leads international efforts to 
defeat hunger. Established in 1945, its goal is to enable people to achieve food security: regular 
access to enough high-quality food.  

After the Council of the European Community formally requested the opening of negotiations for 
membership in October 1990, the FAO modified its constitution to allow the full membership of 
regional economic organisations 'constituted by sovereign States, a majority of which are Member 
Nations of the Organization, and to which its Member States have transferred competence over a 
range of matters within the purview of the Organization, including the authority to make decisions 
binding on its Member States in respect of those matters'. The European Community became a full 
FAO member120 in November 1991. Several special arrangements were made for its membership. As 
a member organisation, the EU cannot participate in certain committees; it does not have voting 
rights on budget matters, since it does not contribute to the budget; it may not hold office in the 
Conference or the Council, or their subsidiary bodies, nor does it not have the right to vote for 
elective places in either organ. In addition, it 'shall exercise membership rights on an alternative 
basis with its Member States that are Member Nations of the Organization in the areas of their 
respective competences'. These arrangements for avoiding dual representation have created 
organisational challenges for EU participation in the FAO's decision-making processes. According to 
Bernd van der Meulen and Bart Wernaart, this dual membership can be problematic when there is 

 
116 Ibid. 
117 Factsheet on ESSN support for refugees, European Commission website. 
118 WFP-EU Partnership 2017 Report, April 2018. 
119 WFP-EU Partnership 2017 Report, April 2018. 
120 See A.-L. Chané and J. Wouters, The European Union in United Nations economic governance fora, KU Leuven, 

Working Paper No. 182 – March 2017. 

The EU's status in the FAO 
The EU has been a member of the FAO since 1991. It takes part in the FAO conference, all technical 
committees, and some of the secondary bodies. The EU is permanently represented in Rome by the 
Delegation for the European Union to the Holy See, the Order of Malta, UN organisations based in Rome, 
and the Republic of San Marino. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_19_6212
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000070124/download/
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internal disagreement, and if there is a limited number of seats at the negotiation table, since the 
EU is a member in its own right and its position is not necessarily the same as those of its Member 
States combined.121 Another issue is the composition of the EU delegation to the FAO, which can 
lead to controversies among EU institutions, as happened in 1996 between the Council and the 
Commission regarding the EU's right to vote on the adoption of the UN Fish Stocks Agreement.122  

The FAO and the EU cooperate through information and knowledge exchange and policy dialogue, 
as much as in the field. In September 2017, the EU and the FAO agreed on four priority areas of work 
for the 2018 to 2020 period: resilience and food crises; climate change and natural resource 
management; agricultural investments and sustainable value chains; and nutrition and sustainable 
food systems.123 The EU is the largest contributor in terms of voluntary contributions to the FAO and 
allocated more than €850 million between 2016 and 2019 for projects and programmes 
implemented by the FAO.  

The EU and the FAO established a strategic partnership through the Food and Nutrition Security 
Impact, Resilience, Sustainability and Transformation (FIRST) programme, which aims at 
strengthening the enabling environment for food and nutrition security and sustainable agriculture 
in selected priority countries. The EU allocated nearly €8 billion in over 60 countries during the 2014-
2020 period124 to improve food and nutrition security and sustainable agriculture through the FIRST 
programme. The EU takes an active role in steering implementation, both at global level through 
DG DEVCO and country level through EU delegations. Recipient countries are prioritised in 
accordance with a number of criteria, including EU criteria.125 

 

 
121 B. Van Der Meulen and B. Wernaart, 'Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and Codex Alimentarius Commission, 

The impact of the Codex Alimentarius and the right to food on EU food law', in R. A. Wessel and J. Odermatt, Research 
Handbook on the European Union and International Organizations, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd, 2019. 

122 The United Nations Agreement for the Implementation of the Provisions of the United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea, 10 December 1982; see Case C-25/94 Commission of the European Communities v Council of the 
European Union, 19 March 1996. 

123 FAO and EU Partnership, FAO website. 
124 FIRST – FAO and EU policy guidance notes, Capacity4dev website. 
125 Food and nutrition security impact, resilience, sustainability and transformation (FIRST), FAO website. 
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Over the years, the EU has become a key player in the 
United Nations system. The UN remains an organisation 
of sovereign states, and this is reflected in the 
functioning of its bodies, agencies and programmes. 
The EU enjoys observer status in many of these and is 
the only international organisation to have secured 
enhanced observer status in the UN General Assembly. 
The EU leverages its influence through its significant 
financial contribution to the UN system, through its 
enhanced partnerships with various entities within the 
UN system, and through close coordination with its 
Member States on positions to be defended in the 
organisation. 
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