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Do Not Reward UNESCO for Granting the
Palestine Authority Membership

Brett D. Schaefer

ate last year, the United Nations

Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
granted membership to the
Palestinian Authority—despite
opposition from the U.S. and with
forewarning that such a step would
lead the U.S. to suspend funding to
UNESCO. After the vote, the Obama
Administration condemned the deci-
sion' and immediately suspended all
U.S. financial contributions to the
organization. The Administration
had little choice in the matter. For
two decades, U.S. law has prohibited
U.S. funding to the U.N. or any affili-
ated organization that grants mem-
bership to Palestinians.?

Despite the fact that the member-
ship of UNESCO brought this situ-
ation upon itself through its ill-con-
ceived decision to grant membership
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to the Palestinians, the Obama
Administration has been trying for
months to convince Congress to
change the law to permit the U.S. to
renew its contributions to UNESCO.
The most blatant example of this
effort is expressed in the President’s
fiscal year (FY) 2013 budget, which
states the Administration’s intent
to amend the law to permit funding
for UNESCO and requests fund-

ing for 2013 and to reimburse it for
the funds that are being withheld in
accordance with current law.

These efforts are beyond short-
sighted. The Palestinians’ bid for
membership in the U.N. and its
affiliated organizations is a delib-
erate attempt to isolate Israel by
attempting to gain U.N. recognition
of Palestinian statehood absent a
negotiated agreement with Israel.
This would deal a major setback to
Israeli-Palestinian peace prospects
by undermining all internationally
accepted frameworks for peace.

Backward Priorities. The
financial implications for UNESCO
are significant. The U.S. is its larg-
est contributor, providing 22 percent
of its budget, or nearly $80 million
annually. After the U.S. cut fund-
ing, UNESCO Director General Irina
Bokova announced that UNESCO

would face significant budget cuts:
“We are reviewing all activities in all
areas, including staff travel, publica-
tions, communication costs, meet-
ings, and the rest.”®

Contrary to the claims of
UNESCO or the State Department,
however, a prohibition of U.S. fund-
ing to UNESCO will not cripple or
even significantly affect America’s
effort to promote its interests in
advancing the goals espoused by
UNESCO.* For instance, the often
mentioned literacy programs for
Afghan police and citizens are not
funded by U.S. assessed contribu-
tions to UNESCO but by Japanese
voluntary contributions. UNESCO
merely manages the programs in
coordination with the Afghan gov-
ernment, particularly the ministries
of education and interior. This is also
true for many of the other projects
and programs cited as evidence of
UNESCO’s “critical importance” to
U.S. interests.

UNESCO is not the only option—
either within the U.N. system or out-
side it—to perform these activities.
The bottom line is that UNESCO’s
management responsibilities could
be given to the U.S. Agency for
International Development, Japan’s
International Cooperation Agency,
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or another U.N. organization, such
as the U.N. Development Program.
Using UNESCO may be convenient,
but it is not essential.

Stripped of these feeble excuses,
itis hard not to conclude that the
Administration is seeking to restore
funding for UNESCO principally out
of a strong commitment to multi-
lateralism and paying America’s
U.N.bills in full and on time. The
Administration also seems to feel a
responsibility to prevent U.N. orga-
nizations from adopting embarrass-
ing decisions.” However, even the U.S.
cannot stop all of them, as demon-
strated by the recent election of Syria
to two of UNESCO’s human rights
committees.

Ultimately, reduced funding is far
from a death knell. Indeed, UNESCO
survived nearly two decades with-
out U.S. contributions after the U.S.
withdrew from the organization in
1984. UNESCO can continue to pur-
sue its activities, albeit with a smaller
budget; it will simply have to priori-
tize. If the programs identified by
UNESCO as being of special impor-
tance to the U.S. are worth support-
ing, the organization can choose to

continue them within its smaller
budget.

Undermining U.S. Interests.
As President Obama made clear in
his May 19 speech on Middle East
policy, after it became clear that the
Palestinians would seek U.N. mem-
bership, the U.S. does not believe that
the U.N. is an appropriate venue for
addressing the Palestinian statehood
issue.® The U.S. believed this position
so strongly that it pledged to veto the
Palestinian membership effort in the
U.N. Security Council. Regrettably,
the U.S. had no such veto available
to block Palestinian membership in
UNESCO.

Nor does it have it available for the
16 other U.N. specialized agencies
that the Palestinians could target
for membership even if they do not
succeed in gaining membership in
the U.N. It does, however, have its
financial leverage. The Palestinians
were prepared to seek membership
in these U.N. organizations until the
U.S. cut funding to UNESCO. This
funding prohibition led these orga-
nizations and their member states to
tell the Palestinians that their mem-
bership is not welcome at this time.

Restoring funding to UNESCO
would effectively be a green light
encouraging the other organiza-
tions to lay out a welcome mat to
the Palestinians. Yet this is exactly
what the President is proposing. The
FY 2013 budget states clearly, “The
Department of State intends to
work with Congress to seek legis-
lation that would provide author-
ity to waive restrictions on paying
the U.S. assessed contributions to
UNESCO.”” To fulfill this intent, the
Administration is asking for $78.968
million to fully fund UNESCO for FY
2013 and the same amount ($38.477
million from FY 2012 and $40.491
million for FY 2013) in “Contingent
Requirements” to cover the balance
owed to UNESCO resulting from
funding restrictions under current
law.

The Palestinians may choose to
pursue membership in U.N. special-
ized agencies anyway, but funding
UNESCO makes it more likely that
they will succeed by showing those
organizations that they will face no
repercussions. Opening the door to
Palestinian membership in this way
undermines both American interests
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and Israeli-Palestinian peace
prospects.

Keep the Funding Prohibition.
The UNESCO funding prohibition
has little impact on America’s poli-
cies and priorities, so it is an excel-
lent vehicle for sending a signal to the
rest of the U.N. that the U.S. consid-
ers Israel’s peace and security a top
priority—one that supersedes the
more ambiguous value of U.S. fund-
ing of programs and projects over-
seen by organizations like UNESCO.

The purpose of U.S. member-
ship in international organizations

is to advance American interests.
When a U.N. body threatens key
U.S. interests, the U.S. should send a
clear signal about the ramifications.

Ending U.S. financial support to U.N.

organizations that grant member-
ship to the Palestinians is an effec-
tive signal. If the U.S. eliminates,
modifies, or otherwise weakens its
own laws to allow U.S. contributions
despite Palestinian membership,
the U.S. would effectively encour-
age these organizations to admit

the Palestinians as a member. The
Obama Administration apparently

has trouble understanding this,
but Congress need not enable its
irresolution.
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