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U.S. Funding of the United Nations 
Reaches All-Time High

Brett D. Schaefer

The source and amounts of all U.S. funding to
the myriad number of organizations affiliated with
the United Nations are difficult to track accurately.
This difficulty prompted Congress to pass legisla-
tion requiring the Administration to report annually
on U.S. contributions to the U.N. A recent report to
Congress by the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) on all U.S. funding to the U.N. system
revealed that U.S. contributions to the U.N. system
reached record levels in fiscal year (FY) 2009.1 

Considering budget trends, U.S. contributions
will continue to rise. Having an accurate account
of U.S. contributions to the U.N. is valuable, par-
ticularly considering recent revelations about insti-
tutional weaknesses in U.N. oversight. Congress
should take action to make the current OMB report-
ing requirement permanent. 

U.S. Funding of the U.N. System. The U.S. has
been the largest financial supporter of the U.N.
since the organization’s founding in 1945. The U.S.
is currently assessed 22 percent of the U.N. regular
budget and more than 27 percent of the U.N. peace-
keeping budget. In dollar terms, the Administra-
tion’s budget for FY 2011 requested $516.3 million
for the U.N. regular budget and more than $2.182
billion for the peacekeeping budget.2 

However, the U.S. also provides assessed finan-
cial contributions to other U.N. organizations and
voluntary contributions to many more U.N. organi-
zations. According to OMB, total U.S. contributions
to the U.N. system were more than $6.347 billion in
FY 2009.3 This is more than $1 billion more than

total contributions as compiled by OMB for FY
2005,4 and it is indicative of the rising budgetary
trends in the U.N. and the consequential demand
on U.S. financial support. 

The reporting requirement was instigated by the
expansion of the U.N. system. The creation of new
U.N.-affiliated bodies over the years that received
independent financial support from the U.S. gov-
ernment made it increasingly difficult to calculate
how much the U.S. provided to the U.N. system on
an annual basis. Past estimates were based on con-
tributions from the State Department to the U.N.
system, but this was not comprehensive. Although
the State Department is the largest source of U.S.
funding to the U.N. system, it is not the sole source. 

For instance, the U.S. Department of Agriculture
provides funding to the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization, the Department of Energy provides funds
to the International Atomic Energy Agency, and the
Department of Health and Human Services pro-
vides funds to UNICEF. The State Department had
no authority to require other departments to report
these funding activities; therefore, estimates by the
State Department on U.S. funding of the U.N. sys-
tem generally failed to take them into account. 
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In an effort to get an authoritative figure for total
U.S. contributions to the U.N., Senator Tom
Coburn (R–OK) sent a letter in 2006 to former
OMB director Rob Portman requesting a compre-
hensive report on total U.S. contributions to the
U.N. system for fiscal years 2001–2005.5 Because
OMB is in charge of overseeing the preparation of
the President’s budget, it was in a position to require
all parts of the U.S. government to report the
requested information.12345 

The results of the first report were eye-opening.
The State Department inexactly estimated that the
U.S. contributed “well over $3 billion” to the U.N.
in 2004.6 In its 2006 report, OMB calculated that
U.S. contributions to the entire U.N. system actually
totaled $4.115 billion in 2004 and $5.327 billion in
2005.7 Thus, the State Department estimate for
2004 was only about 75 percent of the actual U.S.
contribution for that year as calculated by OMB.

An Implausible Reduction. Interest in having
this data readily available led Congress to adopt leg-
islation calling on the Administration to submit an

annual report on all assessed and voluntary con-
tributions to the U.N.8 The President delegated
responsibility for producing the report to the State
Department. 

The State Department reported U.S. contribu-
tions to the U.N. system of $4.546 billion in FY
2006 and $4.158 billion in FY 2007,9 implausibly
indicating that the U.S. had reduced its U.N. contri-
bution for two successive years following the OMB
report. The State Department provided no explana-
tion for the lower reported contributions, but anal-
ysis of the reports reveals that the lion’s share of the
reduction was due to a sharp decrease in contribu-
tions to U.N. peacekeeping and the U.N. regular
budget. 

This is extremely unlikely, because the U.N. reg-
ular budget and peacekeeping budget were each
expanding rapidly over that period, and U.S. contri-
butions to these two particular budgets are assessed
(mandatory) rather than voluntary.10 Indeed, other
budget documents at the State Department indi-
cated that U.S. contributions to peacekeeping and
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the U.N. regular budget during this period were
higher than the amounts stated the State Depart-
ment report on U.S. contributions to the U.N. in FY
2006 and FY 2007.11 Unsurprisingly, the most
recent State Department report indicated that U.S.
contributions jumped nearly 50 percent over FY
2007 to $6.09 billion in FY 2008, led by a nearly $2
billion increase in contributions from the State
Department and other international programs.

Distrust in the accuracy of the State Department
report led Congress to designate OMB as the
Administration agency to compile and submit the
report and for it to be made publicly available on
the Internet.12 The OMB released its report on FY
2009 U.S. contributions to the U.N. in June 2010.
The report revealed that the U.S. provided $6.347
billion to the U.N. system in FY 2009, including
over $4 billion from the State Department, over
$1.7 billion from USAID, over $245 million from
the Department of Agriculture, and tens of millions
more from the Departments of Health and Human
Services, Labor, and Energy. 

This is an all-time record in U.S. financial contri-
butions to the U.N. system but, considering recent
budget trends in the U.N., the record is likely to be
broken in FY 2010. 

This information comes at a time when trust in
the capability and willingness of the U.N. to moni-
tor and oversee its activities to prevent mismanage-
ment, corruption, and waste is at a particularly low
ebb. In July 2010, an internal memo by Inga-Britt
Ahlenius, a Swedish auditor whose non-renewable
five-year term as Undersecretary-General of the

Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) had
ended, charged U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
and his associates of undermining efforts to combat
corruption in the organization. With U.S. contribu-
tions to the U.N. at record levels, the assessment by
Ahlenius should alarm Congress, since the OIOS is
one of the key oversight bodies in the U.N. 

Permanent Reporting Requirement Needed. It
is stunning to realize that until a few years ago, the
U.S. Congress had only a general idea of how much
the U.S. was providing to the United Nations on an
annual basis. Congress is right to demand accurate
information on exactly how much the U.S. is pro-
viding to the U.N. system each year. This is particu-
larly relevant considering the vulnerability of U.S.
taxpayer dollars to waste, mismanagement, and cor-
ruption in the U.N. system and the lack of transpar-
ency and oversight in the U.N. generally. 

Making sure U.S. contributions are used appro-
priately starts with knowing how much the U.S. is
providing to the U.N. and where that funding orig-
inates. The legislative requirement for the Adminis-
tration to report to Congress on U.S. contributions
to the U.N. is scheduled to expire in 2011. Congress
should take action to make this reporting require-
ment permanent. 

—Brett D. Schaefer is Jay Kingham Fellow in Inter-
national Regulatory Affairs in the Margaret Thatcher
Center for Freedom, a division of the Kathryn and
Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for International Studies,
at The Heritage Foundation and editor of ConUNdrum:
The Limits of the United Nations and the Search for
Alternatives (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009).
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