
BRIEFING 

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
Author: Magdalena Sapala with Sophia Stutzmann. 

Graphic: Nadejda Kresnichka-Nikolchova 
Members' Research Service 

PE 652.084  –  September 2020 EN 

Understanding the financing of 
intergovernmental organisations 

A snapshot of the budgets 
of the UN, NATO and WTO 

SUMMARY 
Access to stable and adequate financial resources is a crucial condition for the realisation of the 
global goals of intergovernmental organisations (IGOs). In recent decades, alongside global political 
changes and the evolution in the role of multilateral cooperation, the resourcing and budgetary 
management of IGOs have also changed. Moreover, funding available to IGOs has become ever 
more diversified and complex both in terms of its origin and type. 

This briefing presents selected aspects of the financing of three of the world's largest IGOs: the 
United Nations (UN), the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO). It presents the size and evolution of their budgets as well as the main 
contributing countries to these budgets, with a particular focus on the EU Member States. The 
analysis is based mainly on budgetary data for the financial year 2018. 

In this Briefing 

The challenges of financing 
intergovernmental organisations 
How big are the annual budgets of the 
IGOs? 
Who and how much contributes to the 
budgets of the IGOs? 
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The challenges of financing intergovernmental organisations 
With the rise of globalisation over recent decades, intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) as 
platforms of multilateral cooperation and negotiations have gained in importance and 
responsibilities. However, not only multilateralism but also the role and the legitimacy of IGOs have 
been increasingly questioned in recent years.1 Examples of this phenomenon include US President 
Donald Trump's announced intention to cut his country's financial contribution to a variety of 
United Nations (UN) agencies2 and to the World Health Organization (WHO),3 his announcement 
that the US would withdraw from the Paris Agreement on climate change, as well as his country's 
move to block the restaffing of the appellate body of the World Trade Organization (WTO), placing 
the organisation into a critical situation. Furthermore, the fact that the UN Security Council remained 
largely paralysed in 2018 due to increased tensions between its members speaks of an increase in 
nationalist tendencies and of competing national priorities, posing a threat to multilateral 
governance. Although the global coronavirus outbreak has triggered numerous arguments in 
favour of a coordinated, multilateral response to the global issues, the direction of change is not yet 
certain.4 

These developments have consequences for 
the resourcing and budgetary management of 
IGOs. The funding available to IGOs, both in 
terms of its origin and type, is increasingly 
diversified and complex. The importance of 
non-state players in the financing of IGOs has 
been growing and the traditional membership 
fees paid by member states are now 
complemented by often significant voluntary 
contributions from private donors. In addition, 
both member states and private donors have 
gained more control over the funding they 
provide. Earmarking of resources with different 
conditions placed on their use and allowing 
donors to finance selected actions have 
become a common practice.5  

To better understand this vast and still largely 
under-explored topic, this briefing6 gives a 
snapshot of the financial condition of three of 
the world's largest intergovernmental 
organisations: the UN, the WTO and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). It presents 
the size of their budgets in 2018, their evolution 
over the past decade and the main contributing 
countries to them, with a particular focus on the 
EU Member States.  

When looking at the figures presented here, one has to bear in mind the complexity of the matter. 
First, the three IGOs analysed differ in terms of their number of members, geographical coverage 
and areas of activity. Therefore, their financing mechanisms and the size of their budgets also differ. 
Second, as emphasised by experts dealing with the topic, finding reliable and comparable 
budgetary information on individual IGOs is surprisingly difficult. If the data exist, they are often 
scattered, and the terminology and categorisations used vary from one organisation to another.7 
Therefore, the present analysis is based on the financial data on the planned core 2018 budgets, i.e. 
that part of the budgets that is financed from the obligatory membership fees (also known as the 

Methodological note 

The data presented are based on the planned 2018 
budgets. Actual expenditure may differ. 

For all graphics, the figures are expressed in euros (€). The 
UN (in US$) and the WTO (in CHF) budgets have been 
converted into euros using the 2018 average exchange 
rate (1 CHF = €0.86; 1 US$ = €0.85). 

If an amount is expressed as 'per capita' or 'per head', it 
means an average amount per person of the country or 
grouping of countries concerned, i.e. for the UN it is the 
amount per person of the total population of all UN 
member countries. 

Unless otherwise stated, the data used here have been 
gathered from the following sources: 

UN: programme budget for the biennium 2018-2019; 

NATO: sum of the total gross civil budget and the total 
recommended military budget for 2018; 

WTO: total budget and members contributions for 2018; 

Population size: 2018 population statistics; 

Consumer price indices: Eurostat for the euro, US Bureau 
of Labor Statistics for the US dollar, and inflation.eu for 
the Swiss franc. 

https://www.undispatch.com/the-white-house-seeks-to-eliminate-funding-for-unicef/
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/05/18/politics/trump-world-health-organization-coronavirus/index.html
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/08/562872-un-officially-notified-us-intention-withdraw-paris-climate-pact
https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/wto-in-critical-situation-the-eu-warns/
https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sc13661.doc.htm
https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sc13661.doc.htm
https://www.un.org/en/about-un/
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/thewto_e.htm
https://www.nato.int/nato-welcome/index.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/17585899/2017/8/S5
https://www.statista.com/statistics/412822/euro-to-swiss-franc-annual-average-exchange-rate/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/412794/euro-to-u-s-dollar-annual-average-exchange-rate/
https://undocs.org/a/res/72/263a-c
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_12/20181219_2018-cbc-recommendations-exec-summ.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_12/20181219_2018-mbc-recommendations-exec-summ.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_member_contribution_e.pdf
http://worldpopulationreview.com/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/hicp/data/database
http://www.in2013dollars.com/2004-dollars-in-2018
http://www.in2013dollars.com/2004-dollars-in-2018
https://www.inflation.eu/inflation-rates/switzerland/historic-inflation/cpi-inflation-switzerland.aspx
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assessed contributions) and does not reflect the total resources available to the organisations. The 
actual annual spending of the IGOs may differ (see the methodological note). 

Table 1 – Basic information about the UN, the WTO and NATO (December 2018) 

Organisation Creation Members 2018 budget 
(€ million)* 

Mission Headquarters 

UN 1945 193 2 295 Peace and 
security 

New York 

WTO 1995 164 173.5 Trade Geneva 
NATO 1949 29 1 546.5 Defence Brussels 

* Data source: See the methodological note.

The United Nations 
Established in 1945 in the wake of World War 2 as a successor to the 
League of Nations, and now counting 193 member countries – 
including all undisputed, independent states in the world apart from 
the Vatican – the UN is the oldest and largest IGO in this analysis. Its 
central mission is to maintain international peace and security, and 
its headquarters are in New York City. When considered as a whole, 
the various UN funds, programmes and specialised agencies form 
the UN system. However, since the funds and programmes have 
their own membership, leadership and budget, this analysis focuses 

only on the UN's 'regular' operational and peacekeeping budget, to which all member states 
contribute. 

In order to finance its regular biennial budget,8 the UN decides every three years on a scale of 
assessments (i.e. percentages of the budget for which each member state is responsible) based on 
the member states' gross national incomes (GNI). For the least developed countries, the maximum 
contribution (assessment rate) is 0.01 %, while the general maximum assessment rate is 22 % (which 
currently only applies to the United States). 

World Trade Organization 
The WTO was established in 1995 and is based in Geneva. The 
WTO includes 164 member states from all continents, and 
regulates international trade and ensures that trade flows as 
smoothly, predictably and freely as possible. 

The WTO's financial regulations provide for a scale of contributions established on the basis of each 
member's international trade in relation to the total international trade of all WTO members, based 
on international trade statistics over a five-year period (regulation 12). For those members with a 
share in the total international trade of all WTO members of less than 0.015 %, a minimum 
contribution of 0.015 % applies. In contrast to the other IGOs in this analysis, due to the WTO's goals 
and scope of action, its budget is mainly spent on its Secretariat (75.4 % in 2018). 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
As a political and military alliance between North American and 
European countries, NATO is an intercontinental organisation. Created 
in 1949, counting 30 member states (29 members in 2018, the year of 
the present analysis) and headquartered in Brussels, it has a mission to 
guarantee the freedom and security of its members through political 
and military means. 

https://www.un.org/en/ga/contributions/budget.shtml
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_e.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato-welcome/index.html
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_174589.htm
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The NATO budget has a complex structure. NATO's principal budgets – comprising the civil budget 
(NATO headquarters running costs), the military budget (operating costs of the integrated 
command structure headquarters and of programmes and operations) and the NATO security 
investment programme (military capabilities) – are financed according to the principle of common 
funding, entailing that member states contribute according to a cost-sharing formula based on their 
individual GNIs. In addition to these direct contributions, member states also provide indirect 
contributions in the form of funding, equipment or troops to a military operation.9 

How big are the annual budgets of the IGOs? 
Figure 1 – Total budgets and budgets per capita (€, 2018) 

Data source: see methodological note. 

Although the UN has the biggest annual budget (funding not only its administration, but also its 
projects and programmes), this budget is relatively small when divided by the large number of 
citizens in the UN member countries as a whole (this division gives the per capita budget, i.e. the 
budget per person of the total population of all the member states). With a very high budget for its 
comparatively few member states and population covered, NATO's per capita budget is the largest 
among the IGOs analysed. 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_67655.htm
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Figure 2 – Changes in the IGOs' budgets over time (%, 2005-2018) 

Data source: see methodological note. 

Figure 2 shows how the budgets of the UN, NATO and the WTO changed between 2005 and 2018, 
reflecting among other things their enlargement over the period analysed (see Table 2). Overall, the 
UN budget recorded the biggest increase. The budgets of all three IGOs grew until about 2009. 
Between 2005 and 2018, the WTO budget increased more steadily than the other two budgets. The 
NATO budget experienced the most dramatic fluctuations: the upward trend witnessed between 
2006 and 2013 was replaced by a dramatic drop between 2013 and 2015. 

Table 2 – Accession to the IGOs between 2004 and 2018 

IGO New member states 

NATO 2009: Albania, Croatia; 2017: Montenegro 

WTO 
2005: Saudi Arabia; 2007: Tonga, Vietnam; 2008: Ukraine, Cabo Verde; 2012: Russia, 
Montenegro, Samoa, Vanuatu; 2013: Laos and Tajikistan; 2014: Yemen; 2015: 
Kazakhstan, Seychelles; 2016: Afghanistan, Liberia  

UN 2006: Montenegro; 2011: South Sudan 

https://www.eata.ee/en/nato-2/nato-member-states/
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/org6_e.htm
https://www.un.org/en/member-states/
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Who contributes to the budgets of the IGOs and how much? 
Figure 3 – EU Member States' per capita contributions to the IGOs' budgets (€, 2018) 

 
Sources: UN: programme budget 2018-2019, 2016-2018 scale of assessment; NATO: 2018 civil and military 
budgets, cost-sharing arrangements; WTO Secretariat: consolidated budget for 2018. 
NB Sweden, Austria, Ireland, Finland and Cyprus are not NATO members. 

Figure 3 shows how much each EU citizen from the respective Member State contributed to the 
functioning of the UN, NATO and the WTO in 2018. However, it has to be noted that Sweden, Austria, 
Ireland, Finland and Cyprus are not NATO members, and are therefore placed much lower in the 
ranking. With its very high GNI per capita, Luxembourg contributes by far the most to the IGOs, since 
this is the primary criterion determining the national contributions for the UN and NATO. In general, 
the top 10 contributors among the EU Member States are western and northern European countries, 
being also the wealthiest European countries. 

Figure 4 shows the world's top five contributors to the three IGOs' 2018 budgets. As the contribution 
of each member state is determined by factors relating to its relative wealth and economic 
capacities (GNI, share in world trade, size of population), a direct consequence is that the funding of 
the IGOs' budgets tends to be sourced from only a few member states. The US is the biggest 
contributor in all three cases.10 As regards the UN and the WTO, China11 and Japan are also amongst 
the top five contributors. From among the EU Member States, Germany and France are the biggest 
contributors to all three organisations. When taken as a whole, EU Member States' contributions 
constitute 30.4 % of contributions to the UN, 65.3 % of contributions to NATO and 42 % 

https://undocs.org/a/res/72/263a-c
https://www.un.org/en/ga/contributions/
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_12/20181219_2018-cbc-recommendations-exec-summ.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_12/20181219_2018-mbc-recommendations-exec-summ.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2019_12/20191220_NATO_common_funded_budgets-2018-19.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_member_contribution_e.pdf
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contributions to the WTO. This places the EU Member States as a whole as the top contributor to all 
three IGOs (even without including the contribution from the EU budget). 

Figure 4 – World's top five contributors to the budgets of the three IGOs (€, 2018) 

 
Sources: UN: 2016-2018 scale of assessment; NATO: cost-sharing arrangements; WTO Secretariat: consolidated 
budget for 2018. 

Figure 5 – Per capita contributions to the budgets of the IGOs in selected countries 
worldwide (€, 2018) 

 
Sources: UN: programme budget 2018-2019, 2016-2018 scale of assessment; NATO: 2018 civil and military 
budgets, cost-sharing arrangements; WTO Secretariat: consolidated budget for 2018. 

Figure 5 shows the per capita contributions of some selected countries worldwide in 2018. The 
countries presented are among the most populous or richest by continent. For comparison 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/245
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_67655.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_member_contribution_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_member_contribution_e.pdf
https://undocs.org/a/res/72/263a-c
https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/245
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_12/20181219_2018-cbc-recommendations-exec-summ.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_12/20181219_2018-mbc-recommendations-exec-summ.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_67655.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2018_member_contribution_e.pdf
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purposes, the figure does not show some EU Member States separately but instead depicts the 
average per capita contributions of all EU Member States. It may be noted that the per capita 
contributions to the WTO are lower than the contributions to the UN or NATO. 

MAIN REFERENCES 
The website of the United Nations Administrative and Budgetary Committee ('Fifth Committee') 
containing links to the previous sessions and to the resolutions establishing the biennial programme 
budgets and the contributions by the member states ('scale of assessment').  
The WTO website dedicated to the annual budget with the amounts of the annual budgets as well as the 
contributions by the member states from 2001 to today.  
The NATO website containing information about the common funding and links to the budgets of the 
years 2017 to 2019.  
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8  In December 2017, the UN's Administrative and Budgetary Committee decided to change its budgetary cycle from its 
current practice of a biennial budget to an annual budget on a trial basis, beginning with the programme budget 2020. 

9  In 2006, NATO members agreed to commit at least 2 % of their GDP to defence. 
10  As explained in the introduction, contributions to the UN budget are capped at 22 % to protect countries with a very 

high GNI from paying more. This rule currently only applies to the US. 
11  Concerning the UN budget, the authors of the present paper based their calculations on the scale of assessment used 

for determining the member states' contributions in 2016-2018. For the years 2019-2021, a new scale of assessment 
has been adopted taking into account the recent GNI-related developments in the member states. This new scale of 
assessment places China as the second biggest contributor to the UN. 
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