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The United Nations’ regular bud-
get has grown reliably over the 

past six decades, with particularly 
sharp growth over the past decade. 
Last year seemed promising, as 
the initial U.N. regular budget for 
2012–2013 was lower than the final 
expenditures for the previous bien-
nial budget. However, that reduction 
was largely achieved through the 
negotiating gimmick of deferring 

“recosting” until this year. As expect-
ed, the “cuts” resulting from defer-
ring recosting are being challenged 
by member states seeking to increase 
the budget. 

Recosting, along with new 
expenditures, resulted in a revised 
2012–2013 budget that, if adopted, 
is projected to cost $445 million 
more than the budget adopted last 
December. This reversal illustrates 
that even skilled diplomatic efforts 
are unlikely to overcome entrenched 

support for larger budgets. To 
enhance its diplomatic efforts, the 
U.S. must use its financial leverage as 
the largest contributor to the U.N. by 
voting against the increased budget, 
withholding U.S. funding, and seek-
ing to institute changes in U.N. rules 
and budgeting to enhance chances 
for budget discipline.

A Temporary Budget Victory. 
Earlier this year, the Obama 
Administration announced that the 
initial U.N. regular budget for 2012–
2013 of $5.15 billion was $263 million 
lower than the final expenditures for 
the previous biennial budget. This 
was extremely unusual, particularly 
in light of enormous growth in the 
regular budget over the past decade. 
This is only the third time since 1960 
that the initial U.N. regular budget 
was lower than the final appropria-
tion for the previous budget.1

The Obama Administration 
was proud of this achievement. 
Ambassador Joseph Torsella stated 
in January 2012:

[L]ast month, the United States 
led efforts at the UN that resulted 
in the first UN regular budget 
since 1998—and only the sec-
ond in the last 50 years—that 
has gone down in comparison 
to the previous budget’s actual 

expense. In 2010/11, the UN’s 
regular budget ended at $5.41 bil-
lion. We passed a budget of $5.15 
billion—a 5% decrease. That’s 
a $260 million savings even in 
nominal dollars; it is several hun-
dred million more in real dollars, 
when inflation and exchange rate 
changes are factored in.2

Regrettably, this budget “cut” 
was not, for the most part, reached 
through decisions to reduce the 
budget in a manner that would have 
a lasting impact. That would entail 
permanently eliminating mandates, 
programs, or other activities that 
would lead to a lower U.N. budget 
baseline, or significantly reducing or 
freezing staff positions, salaries, or 
benefits, which comprise the largest 
share of the regular budget.3

Instead, the bulk of the budget 
reduction hinged on a negotiating 
gimmick to defer recosting—a delay-
ing tactic that ended during the mid-
biennium budget debate this fall.4 
The cuts were entirely speculative, 
based on the hope that the Secretary-
General would find offsetting cuts 
or efficiency gains that would allow 
recosting to be paid for within the 
existing budget level.

Predictably, this did not occur.5 
Member states are poised to add an 
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estimated $445 million to the 2012–
2013 regular budget; resulting from 
overspending the approved expen-
ditures for 2012 by $121 million, 
increasing expenditures for 2013 by 
$157 million (including for tribunals) 
under recosting, and adding $167 
million in additional expenditures 
for 2013. The revised 2012–2013 reg-
ular budget is projected to be $5.597 
billion. As noted by Ambassador 
Torsella:

[T]hat figure would not just be 
over the approved 2012-13 budget 
level, it would be nearly $181 mil-
lion over the final appropriations 
level for the 2010-2011 bien-
nium of $5.41 billion. In other 
words, the UN’s budget achieve-
ment of last year could, by next 
December, have entirely disap-
peared and we will have returned 
to the business as usual of year 
after year of ballooning budgets. 
A heralded 5% cut could become 
a disappointing 3.3% increase.6

Increasing America’s Leverage. 
The U.S. deserves credit for trying 
to halt the trend of huge increases in 
the U.N. regular budget over the past 

decade. Sadly, the U.N. budgetary 
field is tilted against large contribu-
tors like the U.S. who are outnum-
bered because, under U.N. rules, the 
budget must be adopted by two-
thirds of the member states. 

Diplomatic efforts to constrain 
budget growth cannot reliably over-
come the fact that most countries 
pay the U.N. a pittance (two dozen 
pay less than $1,000 annually while 
enjoying the same voting privileges 
as the U.S., which pays nearly $567 
million) and stand to disproportion-
ately gain programmatic funding and 
U.N. jobs for their citizens.7

In reaction, Ambassador Torsella 
made U.S. opposition crystal clear:

[T]he United States does not 
support increasing the approved 
budget level. As you know, Mr. 
Chairman, the United States and 
other major contributors have 
relied since 1986 on the assur-
ance that legitimate budgetary 
decision in this Committee pro-
ceed on the basis of consensus. It 
goes without saying that any defi-
nition of consensus—either in the 
UN system or in common under-
standing—cannot include budget 

increases approved over the 
objections of major contributors.

Regrettably, the consensus-
based budget rule referenced by 
Ambassador Torsella has been 
repeatedly violated. In 2006 and 
2007, the U.N. member states adopt-
ed budgetary decisions, including 
adoption of the 2008–2009 regular 
budget, over U.S. objections.8 The 
U.N. faced no repercussions because 
provisions for mandatory withhold-
ing in law for violating the consen-
sus-based budget rule were repealed 
in the early 1990s. To strengthen 
America’s influence, the U.S. should:

■■ Restore the principle of zero 
growth in the U.N. regular 
budget and oppose any increase 
above the initial 2012–2013 bud-
get level. This policy, backed by 
the credible threat of withholding, 
helped minimize budget increases 
in the late 1980s and 1990s. The U.S. 
should restore this policy, starting 
with the original 2012–2013 budget 
of $5.15 billion, and cap the dollar 
amount of the U.S.-assessed contri-
butions at that level.
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■■ Announce that it will withhold 
U.S. contributions if the budget 
is approved over U.S. objections. 
Current law allows the President 
to withhold 20 percent of the U.S.-
assessed contribution to the U.N. 
or “any of its specialized agencies” 
if it fails to implement “consensus-
based decision making procedures 
on budgetary matters.”9

■■ Work with Congress to make 
withholding mandatory if the 
budget is approved over U.S. 
objections.

■■ Seek institutional changes to 
give more influence on U.N. bud-
getary decisions to major con-
tributors. The U.S. should demand 
that U.N. budgetary decisions, in 
addition to approval by two-thirds 
of the member states, must also be 
approved by member states col-
lectively paying two-thirds of the 
regular budget assessments.

■■ End the biennial U.N. budget in 
favor of an annual budget. The 
biennial budget, first implemented 
in 1973–1974, was adopted on the 
belief that it would reduce meet-
ings and support better planning 
and programmatic evaluation. 
Neither has occurred. Budgetary 
meetings are as frequent and 
contentious, and program evalu-
ation remains superficial. The 
two-year budget has, however, had 
the effect of undermining budget 
discipline by implicitly allow-
ing overspending in the first year 
knowing that there will be an 
opportunity to adjust the budget 
in the mid-biennial negotiations. 
The U.S. should propose return-
ing to annual budgets and require 
additional expenses to be justified 
and paid for through additional 
budget votes. 

History Shows the Way. History 
indicates that the most effective 

way of implementing U.N. reforms 
is for the Obama Administration 
and Congress to work together and 
increase U.S. leverage action through 
financial incentives. The Obama 
Administration should use the 
means available to enhance its dip-
lomatic efforts to impose budgetary 
discipline on the U.N. and work with 
Congress to strengthen America’s 
hand in future negotiations.

—Brett D. Schaefer is Jay Kingham 
Fellow in International 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).

9.	 22 USC § 287e, “Authorization of appropriations; payment of expenses -- Reform in Budget Decision-Making Procedures of United Nations and its Specialized 
Agencies,” http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/22/287e (accessed December 20, 2012). 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/22/287e

