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Information Sheet 5
UNITED NATIONS RECORDS – ACCESS AND DECLASSIFICATION 

The United Nations Archives and Records Management Section is responsible for preserving and making records of continuing value accessible as United Nations archives. This Information Sheet describes access and declassification arrangements for United Nations records, and provides details on how requests for access to and declassification of United Nations records should be initiated. 

Access to United Nations records

Public access to records is defined in United Nations Secretariat Administrative Instruction ST/AI/326, THE UNITED NATIONS ARCHIVES, Conditions of access. Section 4. b) states: “ Members of the public may have access to (i) archives and records that were accessible at the time of their creation, e.g. press releases, (ii) those which are more than 20 years old and not subject to restrictions imposed by the Secretary-General, and (iii) those which are less than 20 years old and not subject to restrictions imposed by the Secretary-General, on the condition  that the originating office has given written consent for access.”

The first two categories of archives are self-explanatory. The third category, however, requires members of the public to complete a ‘Request for access to archives’ form, which we will send with accompanying documentation, to the originating/responsible United Nations office for a decision. If granted, access allows requesters to view and take notes from approved records, but not to receive copies of the records. If a researcher subsequently requests copies of restricted records the Archives and Records Centre will initiate a declassification review. 

Declassification of United Nations records

Declassification opens a classified record for research and reproduction. For United Nations records over 20 years old, a classified record is one that has been classified as ‘Strictly Confidential’. This classification includes all Code Cables and the previous security classifications of ‘Confidential (Class III)’, ‘For Your Eyes Only’ and ‘Top Secret’.  In addition, records may be marked ‘Privileged’, ‘Personal’, or  ‘Limited’.  


Any records under 20 years of age with any or a combination of these or other security classifications or caveats will need to be declassified before a researcher could access the information in them. A request to initiate access to or declassification of United Nations records does not guarantee that access will be granted. This is a decision that is made by the office of origin and/or other interested United Nations offices. 

Requests for access and declassification 

It is important to note that declassification decisions relate to records rather than individuals requesting a review, so that records are released to the general public once a declassification decision changes their status from classified to declassified. 

The Archives provides a secretariat role only in the declassification process and all decisions regarding access and declassification are made by the offices of origin and/other interested offices. Where offices of origin are defunct, or offices other than the originating office share an interest in the consequences of access or declassification, requests are also submitted to “interested offices”. Offices of origin/interest usually consist of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), the Department of Political Affairs (DPA) and the Executive Office of the Secretary-General (EOSG). Denial of access or declassification by a single office of origination/interest continues the protection of classified records.
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