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Introduction 

Since its inception, the 24th of October, 1945, the United Nations (UN) has been the 

most influential and multilaterally-recognized international organization in the world. The United 

Nations is responsible for a myriad of peacekeeping operations, development programs, socio-

economic guidelines and environmental policies which all have far-reaching consequences 

worldwide. To do so, the UN relies on the continuous support from its Member States, in the 

form of an annual contribution which varies depending on several factors. This is explicitly 

stated in Article 17, paragraph 2 of the UN Charter: “The expenses of the Organization shall be 

borne by the Members as apportioned by the General Assembly.”. (United Nations, 1945); 

therefore, it is imperative for the 

continuity of the wide scope of 

UN-funded programs that all 

Member States fully meet their 

expected contributions. The 

chart in the right shows the 

major contributors for the 2016-

2017 biennium budget. Source: 

Deutsche Welle (2017). 

 

According to Reuters, 

as of the 30th of June, 2018, 

the UN-budget had a “deficit of $139 million [american dollars]”. The situation is so dire that 

Antonio Guterres, UN Secretary-General, claimed that “[the UN] never faced such a difficult 

cash flow situation this early in the calendar year.” (Reuters, 2018). If neglected, the financial 
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constraints now looming above the UN can have catastrophic effects on the organization’s 

financial solvency, jeopardizing the future of every single peacekeeping operation, development 

program and, emergency relief schemes, risking the lives of millions of individuals reliant on the 

programs mentioned above for their wellbeing.  

 

But, what happens to those Member States, which, for various reasons, do not fully pay 

their annual contributions? According to Article 19 of the UN Charter,  

“A Member of the United Nations which is in arrears in the payment of its 

financial contributions to the Organization shall have no vote in the General Assembly if 

the amount of its arrears equals or exceeds the amount of the contributions due from it 

for the preceding two full years. The General Assembly may, nevertheless, permit such 

a Member to vote if it is satisfied that the failure to pay is due to conditions beyond the 

control of the Member.” (United Nations, 1945). 

 

The Committee on Contributions, in its annual meeting, decides the “apportionment” of 

the UN-budget among its Member States, and advices the General Assembly on whether to 

take action on matters concerning article 19 of the UN Charter. Currently, three Member 

States—Somalia, Comoros, Sao Tome and Principe—are in arrears in the payment of their 

contributions, but have not lost their right to vote since the General Assembly, in its resolution 

A/RES/73/4, has found that the reasons for their non-compliance are strictly “due to conditions 

beyond the control of the Member.” 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Arrears 

According to the Oxford Dictionary, arrears is “money that is owed and should have 

been paid earlier.” 

 

“Conditions beyond the control of the Member” 
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According to Article 19 of the UN Charter, if a Member State is “in arrears in the payment 

of its financial contributions to the Organization shall have no vote in the General Assembly if 

the amount of its arrears equals or exceeds the amount of the contributions due from it for the 

preceding two full years.” However, if said Member State can legitimately demonstrate that its 

failure to contribute to the UN budget is mainly due to “conditions beyond the control of the 

Member,” the Member may continue to exert its right to vote in the United Nations General 

Assembly.   

 

Committee on Contributions 

The Committee on Contributions is the agency in charge of determining the 

“apportionment (...) of the expenses of the Organization among Members broadly according to 

capacity to pay”. It does so in accordance with article 17, paragraph 2 of the UN Charter which 

states that “the expenses of the Organization shall be borne by the Members as apportioned by 

the General Assembly.” (United Nations, 2018). 

 

It also determines whether a Member State in arrears under Article 19 of the UN Charter 

can retain its voting rights. Therefore, the phrase “conditions beyond the control of the Member” 

is subject to the interpretation of said committee, which then reports its decision to the General 

Assembly in its annual session. 

 

The Committee on Contributions meets behind closed doors for approximately three 

weeks in its Headquarters in New York in June. The report produced at the end of its session is 

then presented to the General Assembly, which takes it under consideration.  

 

Scale of Assessments  

According to the United Nations, the phrase “scale of assessments” refers to “the term 

used for the amount of money that the General Assembly determines should be assessed to 

finance the approved appropriation, which is shared among Member States to pay for the 

expenses of the Organization.” The assessed amount for each Member State is based on 
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several factors, the most important of which is Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita. 

(United Nations, 2018). 

System of National Accounts (SNA)  

The System of National Accounts is “the internationally agreed standard set of 

recommendations on how to compile measures of economic activity.” First published in 1953, it 

was last revised in 2008 by the United Nations in coordination with the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the Statistical Office of the European Communities and the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). (United Nations Statistic 

Division, 2018). 

 

Having a globally agreed upon standard to measure macroeconomic tendencies across 

state level is essential since it allows a third party observer (the Committee on Contributions in 

this case) to perform an objective assessment of said countries economies. Carrying out a 

broad, comprehensive assessment is crucial since results in a more fair apportionment of UN 

fees.   

 

Background Information 

 

Early Years (1945-1965) 

At first, the United Nations faced a severe legitimacy 

crisis. Member States did not pay their dues or did so in an 

untimely fashion. However, the extent of this financial crisis 

could not be fully fathomed until 1956 when the UN was tasked 

with its largest peacekeeping operation since its conception, 

eleven years earlier. Following the joint invasion of the Egyptian 

Sinai by Israeli, French and British forces, and ensuing 

condemnation by both the USSR and the United States, the 

United Nations was forced into action. Consequently, the United 



            The Hague International Model United Nations 2019| 27th January 2019 – 1st February 2019 

 

Research Report | Page 5 of 19 

Nations established the United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF) a military force to secure the 

armistice line and uphold the terms of the ceasefire.  

 

Beyond the arguable success of its first major peacekeeping operation, the United 

Nations the Suez Crisis sparked a heated debate over who should bear the costs of future 

United Nations interventions. Many States argued that they should not be liable to make any 

payment given that they were not involved in the conflict and that only those States who were 

directly involved should bear the cost of the United Nation´s military involvement. The debate 

was even more controversial given the lack of precedent for any action of a similar nature.  

 

Said dispute would go unsettled until 1960 when another crisis, this time in the newly-

formed state of Congo, impelled the United Nations to act. The cost of United Nations Operation 

in Congo (ONUC) was exorbitantly high, easily exceeding the expenses of any previous 

endeavour, which became an imminent threat to the solvency of the organization.  

 

The United Nations faced a hostile international community, with little to no prospects of 

paying for the most expensive operation in United Nations history. First and foremost in the 

efforts against ONUC was the USSR, which deemed the entire Congo operation “illegal and 

refused to recognize any assessment voted by the Assembly to pay for the mission.” (Laurenti, 

2001). The Soviet delegation issued veto after veto in every single resolution brought to the 

Security Council on the issue of Congo, resulting in Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld’s 

hugely controversial decision to enforce the ruling of resolution 377 of the General Assembly. 

Said resolution, adopted by the General Assembly on November 3, 1950, allows the General 

Assembly to intervene in issues where the Security Council “fails to exercise its primary 

responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security” due to a “lack of 

unanimity of the permanent members.” (United Nations, 1950). Shortly after, the International 

Court of Justice declared that Member States were “legally bound to pay all peacekeeping 

assessments adopted by the Assembly,” however, Moscow’s attitude remained unchanged. 

(Laurenti, 2001). Even though the Soviet Union and other recalcitrant members did not succeed 

in their attempts to free themselves from the costs of the operation, their initial refusal to pay 

caused great damage to the financial structure. It depleted the Working Capital Fund, and 
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forced the General Assembly, in 1962, to authorize the issuing of $169 million to pay for the 

unaccounted assessments, setting a dangerous precedent for the extent to which Member 

States can exert financial pressure over the organization. (Global Policy Forum, 200). 

 

Another mechanism, first implemented in 1965, consisted in allowing countries which 

contributed with equipment and peacekeeping personnel in operations to delay their payments 

to the UN budget, essentially forcing many less economically developed countries (LEDC), 

which were and still are the main contributors to UN peacekeeping personnel, into loans that 

they were most probably not going to be able to pay. It is exceeding evident that the financial 

policies introduced by the United Nations in its first 15 years were far from perfect. However, it is 

essential to bear in mind that the United Nations faced much scepticism and questioning in its 

early years and that many of its economic problems stemmed from a lack of legitimacy among 

Member States, an issue not so relevant nowadays, at least to the extent that it went fifty years 

ago.  

 

Furthermore, the United Nations also established the Working Capital Fund and the 

Special Account, in 1946 and 1965 respectively. The Working Capital Fund was created as a 

safety mechanism to be used in order to “provide advances necessary to finance budgetary 

appropriations, pending the receipt of contributions, and to finance unforeseen and 

extraordinary expenses pending appropriation action by the General Assembly.” In other words, 

the Working Capital Fund exists as a last resource to pay for previously apportioned operations 

yet to receive the funding from Member States and for unexpected, unaccounted expenses that 

the regular budget does not cover. While still functional, the Working Capital Fund played a 

much more pivotal role in its early years since it partially solvency issues jeopardizing the sheer 

existence of the United Nations. (United Nations, n.d.). 

 

On the other hand, the Special Account was established as a fund where Member 

States could make voluntary contributions in addition to their annual payments to the UN budget 

per resolution 2053 of the General Assembly. 
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By 1965, the United States enjoyed a comfortable majority in the General Assembly, 

being able to advance its international agenda with relative ease. On the other hand, the Soviet 

Union did not enjoy nearly as much support in the General Assembly and was in severe arrears 

with its payments of UN contributions. This financial indiscretions by the Soviet Union, in the 

context of the Cold War, led the Western block, spearheaded by the American delegation, to 

advocate for compulsory, annual contributions to the UN budget, by every Member State. This 

decision by the United States marked a point of influx in UN financing since it gave the United 

Nations the legitimacy it desperately sought in order to request regular contributions from its 

members and positioned the United States as a staunch supporter of mandatory contributions 

for all Member States. 

 

Recent History and Current Financial Landscape (1980-2018) 

Less than twenty years later, President Reagan’s administration grew highly critical of 

the political decisions the United Nations had taken (expressing its support for the Palestinian 

Liberation Organization (PLO) for instance) which led to fierce debate within the United States 

over funding of the UN budget. Many of Reagan’s advisors such as the Heritage Foundation, a 

conservative think tank, as well as the US Congress believed that the United Nations needed 

“substantial improvements” in its “management practices.” (Los Angeles Times, 1988). Until 

such improvements were made, they argued, the United States would suspend most of its 

contributions to the UN budget. The Heritage Foundation viewed the United Nations as a 

“propaganda arm of the Soviet Union, hostile to capitalism, and a springboard for Third World 

radicalism.” They pressured the Reagan administration into withholding payments to the United 

Nations until meaningful reforms to said entity’s management practices were approved or to 

refuse all together from paying for programs which fostered policies that challenged American 

interests abroad. (Global Policy Forum, 2005).  

 

This belligerent attitude from the highest contributor1 to the UN budget questioned the 

United Nations capacity to act in spite of American opposition. It has also emboldened critics to 

the current financial system, who argue that the uneven distribution of contributions to the UN 

                                                

1 The United States was responsible for 31% of the UN budget in 1988 according to the Los 
Angeles Times  
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budget has allowed certain nations to exert unwanted amounts of influence over the United 

Nations, jeopardizing the neutrality of said organization.  

 

As of 2014, the Associated Press in New York reported that “Member States owe UN 

$3.5 billion” with France and the US owing, collectively, $693 million. (Associated Press, 2014). 

Given the current $139 million deficit that the UN is facing for its current budget, it is vital for “all 

Member States with unpaid assessments to make their payments” as speakers for the Fifth 

Committee laid out in a meeting regarding the United Nations financial situation. (United 

Nations, 2018). 

 

Major Countries and Organizations involved 

 

United States of America 

Being the single largest contributor to the UN-budget, the United States is a fundamental 

player in budget reform. Recently, the Trump administration has taken steps to distance 

themselves from the international organization and has pledged to cut $285 million of UN 

funding following the General Assembly’s vote rejecting the Trump administration decision to 

recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and relocate the American embassy there. This 

emergency vote by the General Assembly on late December 2017 has exposed the divide 

between the United States and the United Nations further worsening relationships between 

them. 

 

The United States’ position is not very clear, partly because of the current relationship 

between the United States and the United Nations and partly because of Trump’s vagueness 

when outlining his foreign policy. On the one hand, one could argue that given the unwillingness 

exhibited by former United States Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley to fully pay the 

contributions apportioned to the United States, the American position would encourage for a 

more flexible response to those Member States who fail to pay their due assessments. 
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On the other hand, during President Trump's speech at the General Assembly in 

September 2017, he stated that "the United States bears an unfair cost burden" in reference to 

the United State´s comparatively high contributions to the UN budget. One could argue that this 

harsh statement from President Trump implicitly calls for the remaining 192 Members States to 

increase their contributions, thus advocating for a stricter stance against those Members 

currently in arrears for their payments. (The Jerusalem Post, 2017).  

African Union 

Given that all three countries which are in arrears as described in article 19 of the UN 

Charter are African states, the African Union, and for that matter, most African nations would 

endorse proposals which take into consideration the fragile economic state in which most of 

African Member States currently are, while opposing resolutions which would seek sanctions or 

any other form of punishment for not complying with the payment of the required contributions.  

European Union 

The European Union (EU), through its 28 members, accounted for 31% of the total 

contributions to the UN budget for the 2016-2017 biennium. Within the EU, Germany, France, 

and the United Kingdom are the single biggest contributors. As a consequence, they hold 

significant influence over the UN budget, making them, as well as the EU fundamental to solving 

the issue at hand. 

 

Note: although some delegations are essential for the debate, as mentioned above, the 

nature of the issue allows for many others to assume a more relevant and consequential role, 

even if they were not discussed previously in this section. 

 

Timeline of Events 

 

Date Description of event 
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October 24, 1945 The United Nations is founded in San Francisco, California, United 

States. 

1946 The Working Capital Fund is established 

November 7, 1956 The United Nations Emergency Force is formed in response to the 

Suez Crisis. The subsequent costs of the operation sparked 

controversy over which Member State should bear said costs. 

1962 As a result of the growing operational costs of the organization, the 

United Nations issued bonds worth, in total, $169 million. 

1965    The Special Account is created by resolution 2053 of the General 

Assembly. It allows Member States to make voluntary contributions in 

addition to their regular assessments. 

 

1985 President Reagan’s administration begins cutting contributions to the 

UN as well as delaying others. The US withdrew from UNESCO, 

attributing its decision to the poor management and politicization of 

the agency. (Global Policy Forum, 2005). 

1988 The US agrees to pay $188 million to the UN after successfully 

pressuring the General Assembly to approve proposed budgets with a 

two-thirds majority. However, the US was in arrears for the payment of 

$308 million in contributions. 

January 1, 2007 Level of the Working Capital Fund is raised to $150 million from its 

previous level of $100 million. 

October 10, 2014 The Associated Press reports that, collectively,  Member States owe 
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the UN $3.5 billion in unpaid contributions. 

June 30, 2018 Antonio Guterres warned Member States of the current financial 

situation of the UN and the UN budget, which currently stands at a 

deficit of $139 million, urging all nations in arrears to pay their 

contributions. 

October 12, 2018 The General Assembly adopted resolution 73/4 which “Decides that 

the Comoros, Sao Tome and Principe and Somalia shall be permitted 

to vote in the General Assembly until the end of its seventy-third 

session.” Currently, only those three Member States are in arrears for 

an amount exceeding that which is due from the two previous years 

as per described in article 19 of the UN Charter. However, the 

General Assembly has agreed that their failure to pay their 

contributions was “due to conditions beyond their control.” Hence, all 

Member States are currently allowed to vote in the General Assembly. 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● UN Charter: Chapter IV articles 17 and 19 

● UN General Assembly resolution 73/4  

● UN General Assembly resolution 70/245 

● UN General Assembly resolution 67/238 

● Regulations and Rules Governing Programme Planning, the Programme Aspects of the 

budget, the Monitoring of Implementation and the Methods of Evaluation: Secretary-

General’s bulletin (2018) 

● Financial Regulations and Rules of the United Nations: Secretary-General’s bulletin 

(2013) 

● UN Documentation: Regular budget  

https://undocs.org/ST/SGB/2018/3
https://undocs.org/ST/SGB/2018/3
https://undocs.org/ST/SGB/2013/4
https://research.un.org/en/docs/budget/documents
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● Report of the Secretary-General: Implementation of General Assembly Resolution 

67/226 on the quadrennial comprehensive policy review of operational activities for 

development of the United Nations system (QCPR): Funding analysis 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

 

As mentioned previously, the United States, under the Reagan administration, fell 

significantly back in its payments to the regular budget of the United Nations, creating a severe 

“UN cash-flow crisis, compounded by growing US underpayment and mounting arrears.” (Global 

Policy Forum, 2005). In response, the Swedish Prime Minister at the time, Olof Palme, 

proposed to limit the maximum amount a single Member State can contribute to the UN budget, 

reducing it from 25% to 10%. His proposal ultimately failed in the General Assembly due to a 

staunch rejection by the American delegation, whose ultimate goal was to ensure that the 

United Nations continued to be dependant on its yearly contributions for its functioning, thus 

retaining huge leverage when discussing a wide array of issues spanning from budget reform to 

peacekeeping operations and international aid. 

 

Currently, individual contributions to the regular budget are capped at 22%. However, 

some scholars still argue that they should be lower. This reduction, they suggest, would 

significantly reduce the amount of influence and leverage a single Member State can have. This 

argument can be perfectly summarised in the words of Palme, in 1985, “[a] more even 

distribution of the assessed contributions would better reflect the fact that this Organization is 

the instrument of all nations.” Furthermore, lowering the maximum amount of individual 

contributions will only affect the assessed contributions for the United States. Given the fact that 

the United States is in arrears for more than $300 million, lowering their contributions may 

encourage them to pay their arrears and fully pay their stipulated contributions.  

 

In addition, resolution 67/238, adopted on December 24, 2012, decided that there should 

be a “maximum assessment rate for the least developed countries of 0.01 per cent;” and a 

“minimum assessment rate of 0.001 per cent;” for all Member States. Given that the Least 

https://www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/en/qcpr/sg-funding-report%202017(adv).pdf
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Developed Countries (LDCs) are, empirically, more prone to fall in arrears for their payments to 

the UN budget, this idea is coherent in so far as it allows countries which otherwise would be 

compelled to pay more than 0.01% to have a more comprehensive and pragmatic assessed 

contribution. This criterion is especially relevant for LDC which have a relatively high GDP (even 

though their GDP per capita may be considerably lower) since one of the elements upon which 

the Committee on Contributions bases its scale of assessments is “estimates of gross national 

income.” That would reflect on an exceedingly high scale of assessments for a country which, 

realistically, is not able to divert that amount of funds outside its national borders. 

 

Besides from those two initiatives, there have not been many attempts to solve the issue. 

Chiefly, this because this issue can be conceived as a repercussion of two much larger ones: 

the lack of UN legitimacy and authority, and the dire state—politically, economically and 

socially— in which many countries are currently. If a nation cannot feed its population or pay its 

law enforcers, can we expect it to pay for its annual contributions? 

 

Possible Solutions 

As mentioned before, to solve the issue at hand, delegates must work towards solutions 

focused at remedying the underlying issues at play, while managing to stay on topic.  

The main reason for Member States not to fully pay their mandatory contributions to the 

regular budget is economic instability. In 2018 three countries were in severe arrears for their 

payments to the UN budget: Somalia, Sao Tome and Principe and Comoros. According to the 

IndexMundi (2016) world ranking of GDP per capita, Somalia ranks 187, Sao Tome and 

Principe 147 and Comoros 171 out of 194 countries. Additionally, according to the United 

Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) 2018 Human Development Index (HDI), Comoros 

ranks 165, Sao and Tome and Principe ranks 143 out of 189 countries. Somalia was not 

included into the HDI due to a lack of data; however, if added to the list, statisticians estimate 

that Somalia would rank 189 out of 190, only above Niger. Clearly, human development and 

GDP per capita have substantial repercussions over a country’s ability to pay their UN 

contributions.  
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In light of this, a possible solution would be the formation of an investigatory commission 

whenever a Member State in arrears communicates to the Secretary-General that its inability to 

contribute to the UN budget stems from conditions beyond the Member’s control. If the 

Committee on Contributions finds that indeed its failure to pay is due to circumstances beyond 

the Member’s control, then the Committee on Contributions should report its decision to the 

newly-formed investigatory commission. Subsequently, the latter would carry out an exhaustive 

investigation on the overarching causes that led that Member State to fail to pay their 

contributions, whether that be, inter alia, corruption, violence and internal conflicts or inadequate 

preparation for natural disasters. Once the investigatory commission has finished its 

investigation, it shall produce a report and present it to the General Assembly, which, ideally, 

would devote funds to ameliorate the situation. Two valid criticisms to this idea are: 

1. The currently unaccounted expenses that this commission would require to operate, 

which become less justifiable especially now with the current $139 million deficit in the 

UN budget, 

2. The creation of, arguably, unnecessary bureaucracy. 

 

Another issue currently facing the United Nations is the lack of legitimacy and credibility 

of the organization which has allowed certain Member States such as the United States and the 

Soviet Union to withheld their contributions with ostensibly no consequences, conduct which 

continues to occur even nowadays. 

 

One possible way to diminish the gargantuan amount of influence that a few Member 

States have, thus rebuilding the United Nations’ image of impartiality and inclusiveness would 

be to decrease the maximum possible amount a single Member State can contribute to the 

regular budget, as proposed over 30 years ago by Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme. A 

legitimate criticism to this idea is the fact that given the current budgetary shortages it would be 

unwise to cut any source of funding, as it could potentially aggravate the current crisis.  

 

Furthermore, delegates might propose to amend article 19 of the UN Charter in two 

ways:  

1. Specifying what is meant by “conditions beyond the control of the Member” 
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By clearly stipulating the meaning of the phrase “conditions beyond the control of the 

Member” the General Assembly and the Committee on Contributions can rule in a more 

predictable fashion improving their image as impartial, objective entities. However, one may 

argue that limiting the meaning of said phrase would not be faithful to the great diversity in the 

General Assembly, given the very complex and unique nature of the political and economic 

landscape of each Member State.  

 

2. Removing or amending the penalty for a Member State in arrears for an amount 

exceeding the contributions that the Member State should have made in the 

preceding two years. 

 

This measure is not very popular among scholars because removing the right to vote to 

Members which willingly decide to ignore their payments to the UN budget is one of the few, if 

not the only, mechanism that the United Nations has to hold Members accountable for such 

behaviour. On the other hand, replacing the penalty is a more viable option, which enjoys a 

moderate amount of support among experts but practically none from most Member States. 

 

In case that delegates choose to include this solution or a variant of this solution in their 

resolutions, they are strongly advised to research the method by which amendments to the UN 

Charter are adopted since it will not be covered in this research report. 

 

Lastly, delegates are encouraged to phrase clauses such that they reflect make an 

active attempt to cooperate with the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary 

Questions (ACABQ) given its pivotal role of examining previous budgets proposals and strategic 

frameworks and advise the General Assembly on budgetary matters. 

 

Note: the solutions proposed above are suggestions that should be further developed by 

delegates. They are general, encompassing the most relevant aspects of the issue while leaving 

some details undetermined in order to maximize delegate’s input and creativity. Moreover, the 
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list of solutions is not exhaustive, thus encouraging delegates to come up with ideas of their 

own.  
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