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U.N. Dues: Obama Lets American Taxpayers Down
Brett D. Schaefer

The debate over whether the United Nations will
continue to overcharge American taxpayers is
over—and the U.S. wound up on the losing end. In
a dramatic turnaround from steady declines since
2001, the percentage that the U.S. will be charged
for U.N. peacekeeping has been sharply increased
for the next three years, and U.S. taxpayers will end
up paying roughly $100 million more each year
than they would have if the 2009 assessment rate
had been maintained. 

Even more troubling than the outcome, though,
is the seeming disinterest of the Obama Administra-
tion in opposing this increase. Indeed, the Adminis-
tration did not even bother to demand a vote on the
resolution. To avoid similar setbacks, the U.S. must
see the U.N. for the tough political environment
that it is and be prepared to defend its interests
more aggressively. 

Hitting the U.S. Taxpayer. Every three years,
the U.N. considers proposals to modify its formula
for charging member states for the expenses of the
organization—its “scale of assessments” for the U.N.
regular budget and the U.N. peacekeeping budget.1

The discussions are contentious, as small changes
in the formula can result in some states being
charged millions of dollars more or less than in pre-
vious years. 

The U.S. has fought for years to lower its U.N.
assessment—it even wrung a promise out of the
U.N. to lower the U.S. regular budget assessment to
22 percent and its peacekeeping assessment to 25
percent in return for paying nearly $1 billion in U.S.
arrears to the U.N. as part of the 1999 Helms–Biden
legislation.2 

The good news is that the formula for calculating
assessments remains unchanged.3 However, it is
hard to give the U.S. credit for bowing to a contin-
uation of the status quo desired by influential devel-
oping countries (particularly rapidly developing
countries like China and India) under which they
are substantially undercharged.4 

In addition, the U.S. allowed the U.N. General
Assembly to pass a substantial increase in the U.N.
regular budget that will cost American taxpayers
millions of dollars over the next two years without
demanding that the U.N. implement overdue re-
form or offset new spending by eliminating out-
dated or ineffective mandates.5

Keeping the Peace. Although the U.S. assess-
ment for the regular budget remained the same, the
U.S. was not so lucky in terms of its assessment for
U.S. peacekeeping. Under the assessment formula,
permanent members of the U.N. Security Council
(like the U.S.) are charged a “premium” above their
normal U.N. assessment in order to subsidize lower
peacekeeping assessments for other countries—giv-
ing them a “discount” of up to 90 percent. 

Prior to Helms–Biden, the U.S. assessment for
the peacekeeping budget was more than 30 percent.
The U.N. reduced the U.S. assessment to 22 percent
of the regular budget in January 2001. However, it
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agreed to lower the U.S. peacekeeping assessment
to 25 percent only over the course of several years.
The U.S. assessment gradually fell to 25.9624 per-
cent in 2009.12345 

This downward trajectory was dramatically
reversed in the 2010–2012 scale of assessments,
which charges the U.S. 27.1743 percent in 2010
and 27.1415 percent in 2011 and 2012.6 Com-
pared to the 2009 assessment rate, the U.S. will be
charged an additional 1.2119 percent in 2010 and
1.1791 percent in 2011 and 2012. It may not sound
like much, but based on the current $7.8 billion
U.N. peacekeeping budget,7 this means that U.S.
taxpayers will be charged approximately $100 mil-
lion more for U.N. peacekeeping annually over the
next three years than would otherwise be the case. 

All the permanent members of the U.N. Security
Council face increases, but theirs are not as high as
the U.S. increase.8 The increases are being applied
in order to lower the assessment for two dozen

countries. Japan is the main beneficiary, which is
appropriate since it volunteered to increase its
assessment in order to help the U.N. reduce the U.S.
assessment in the first place. But it is a travesty that
the U.S. assessment for peacekeeping is increased
while the gross under-assessment of the wealthier
developing countries like Brazil, China, India, Indo-
nesia, Iran, and Turkey remains unaddressed.9

A Predictable Outcome. The decision of U.N.
member states to increase the U.S. peacekeeping
assessment was eminently predictable.10 Indeed,
the U.S. practically invited this outcome when it
increased the cap on U.S. payments for U.N. peace-
keeping from 25 percent to 27.1 percent in the Fis-
cal Year 2008 Consolidated Appropriations Bill
(H.R. 2764).11 

The decision was bad policy. It rewarded the
U.N. by permitting payment of arrears even though
it has failed to adopt critical reforms to prevent sex-
ual abuse and other misconduct by U.N. peace-
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keepers or enhance transparency, accountability,
and oversight. It ignored an opportunity for the U.S.
to use its financial leverage to pressure the U.N. to
adopt rules, procedures, and practices to address
those issues. It also removed the key incentive for
the U.N. to follow through on its promise and lower
the U.S. peacekeeping assessment and demon-
strated that the U.S. is no longer intent on lowering
its peacekeeping assessment to 25 percent.

Indeed, by increasing the cap, the U.S. practically
invited the other U.N. member states to increase the
U.S. assessment. It is no coincidence that the U.S.
peacekeeping assessment was increased to roughly
27.1 percent to match the new U.S. cap. Ironically,
because the new U.S. assessment (27.1743 percent
in 2010 and 27.1415 percent in 2011 and 2012) is
above the cap established by Congress, each year the
U.S. will likely accumulate millions in new arrears.
Preventing U.S. arrears to the U.N. was precisely the
outcome that advocates of increasing the cap were
hoping to forestall.12

Despite the cavalier backtracking by the U.N. on
its promise to reduce the U.S. peacekeeping assess-
ment to 25 percent, the Obama Administration will
undoubtedly argue that the new assessment must
be paid as part of America’s legal obligation under
the U.N. charter. Congress should give this argu-
ment little weight. In the past, the most effective
means for spurring U.N. reform has been to use

America’s financial leverage. Congress should
demand that the U.N. abide by the agreement to
lower the U.S. peacekeeping assessment to 25 per-
cent and reduce the legislative cap to that level to
encourage compliance. 

An Abdication of Responsibility. The U.S.
should have fought the increase in its peacekeeping
assessment by calling for a vote and demanded that
the U.N. member states honor the promise to
reduce the U.S. assessment to 25 percent. Instead,
in an abdication of its responsibility as steward of
U.S. taxpayer dollars at the U.N., the Obama
Administration let the General Assembly increase
the burden on American taxpayers without even
demanding a vote. 

This will only further embolden the other U.N.
member states to demand that the U.S. pay even
more money to a mismanaged organization that is
lacking in transparency and accountability, prone to
record-breaking budget increases in recent years,
and resistant to reform. 
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