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A CHARITY fund-raising event staged in New York by fashion house Gucci and singer Madonna has led to criticism of the United Nations.

Guests who paid a combined $3.7 million ($A4.1 million) for tickets, dined on sea bass and sipped champagne alongside A-list celebrities such as Tom Cruise, Demi Moore and Sting on the lawn of the UN headquarters on Wednesday night. Six-figure sums were spent on auction lots, including an aerobics class with actress Gwyneth Paltrow and Madonna.

The event, organised to benefit Madonna's charity, Raising Malawi, and UNICEF, appeared to coincide with the opening of a new Gucci store in Manhattan, which prompted critics to question whether hosting a corporate charity fund-raiser is the best use of the UN's grounds.

Mark Lee, chief executive of Gucci, which underwrote the event, claimed the timing of the party and the store opening was a coincidence.

Madonna, who has been bringing up a Malawian child since late 2006, dismissed all criticism, claiming "there's always controversy surrounding anything that involves change".

Amid all the celebrities and the guests at the event, there was one notable absentee: the UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon.

He said on Tuesday that he understood the proceeds would "be used for a proper purpose as agreed between UNICEF and the organisers".

However, on Wednesday Mr Ban's chief-of-staff, Vijay Nambiar, told the website of the non-profit organisation Inner City Press: "Gucci went a little too far." He said the Secretary-General had planned to attend, but now "he's a little worried".

In an unfortunately prescient comment in the fashion magazine The Daily, published the day of the party, Gucci's creative director, Frida Giannini, admitted that she was surprised the UN had allowed them to hold the event there.

The aerobics class with Madonna and Paltrow sold for $US600,000, which probably doesn't happen every day on the UN lawn.
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