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Introduction

For many years, the United States’ dominant role in funding 
the United Nations system has overshadowed the emer­
gence of another major donor: the European Union. In 2024, 
the EU was a larger contributor to the UN system than 26 of  
its 27 member states; only Germany contributed more.1 

In some UN agencies and entities, EU budget contributions 
constitute – or, in certain years, have constituted – the 
largest or second-largest source of financial support.2 EU 
funding has thus become an important pillar of the UN 
system’s operational work and provides a basis for the EU 
to engage as an actor in its own right in UN governance 
structures. Consequently, negotiations over the EU’s next 
long-term budget for 2028–34 will help shape both future 
EU funding to the UN system and the EU’s broader support 
for global multilateralism.
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Three central questions guide this contribution:

1.	 Which parts of the UN system are most dependent 
on EU support, and what drives the EU’s interest in 
financing particular agencies?

2.	 To what extent does EU funding to the UN system 
align  with and complement contributions from its 27 
member states?

3.	 As EU member states and the European Parliament 
negotiate the 2028–34 Multiannual Financial Framework 
(MFF) on the basis of the European Commission’s 
proposal, what might the future of EU funding to the 
UN system look like in the 2030s?

A central prediction of this article is that the EU is likely 
to remain a major funder of the UN system; however, the 
scale, nature, and scope of that funding remain uncertain.

Fiscal pressures within the EU and its member states 
are particularly evident in development cooperation and 
humanitarian aid. Against this backdrop of economic and 
geopolitical pressure, the EU may increasingly favour its 
own security and geoeconomic interests, directing its 
predominantly tightly earmarked UN funding towards 
these priorities rather than towards strategic investment 
in global multilateralism, despite political statements to 
the contrary.3

One way a stronger emphasis on EU interests may manifest 
itself is through strategic procurement or ‘Buy European’ 
requirements that could result in a greater proportion of 
EU-funded activities being (co-)implemented by European 
actors.4 Meeting such requirements may prove difficult or 
even legally impossible for some UN agencies.5 At the same 
time, there are indications that the EU wants to strengthen 
its ‘Team Europe’ approach, with multilateral aid decisions 
by the EU and its member states more closely aligned and 
coordinated to maximise the effectiveness and efficiency 
of their collective support to the UN system. In practice, 
this could mean directing more funding from the EU and its 
member states towards areas considered shared European 
priorities. Alternatively, the EU could reduce funding for 
areas of UN work where member states are expected to 
contribute more – or vice versa – thereby seeking greater 
complementarity within the Team Europe approach.6

EU Funding to the UN System: Taking Stock of 
a Complex Picture

Data published by the UN System Chief Executives Board  
(UNSCEB) show that, in 2024, the EU provided US$ 3.6 billion 
of the US$ 67.1 billion in revenue received by the UN system, 
equivalent to 5% of the total (excluding the Pan American 
Health Organization, or PAHO).7 Of the EU’s funding to the 
UN development system – which covers humanitarian and 
development activities – 91.3% took the form of tightly 
earmarked project-level funding, compared with 5.9% in 
lightly earmarked pooled funding mechanisms and 2.8% in 
flexible funding.

The 2.8% provided as flexible funding is almost entirely 
accounted for by the EU’s core support to the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East (UNRWA), which received US$ 94 million 
in voluntary core funding from the EU in 2024.8 This 
funding stems from a multi-year European Commission 
decision, adopted in 2022, on core support to UNRWA.9 EU 
support to UNRWA has been continuous since the 1970s. 
Initially, this consisted largely of in-kind food aid; following 
a proposal by the European Commission in 1982, the EU 
shifted towards supporting UNRWA’s budget.10 On a much 
smaller scale, the EU has also committed to providing long-
term unearmarked funding for the UN’s human rights work 
through the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR), with € 5.3 million (around US$ 6 million) 
announced for 2025.11

Unlike its 27 member states, the EU itself is not a UN Member 
State and therefore does not pay assessed contributions. 
However, as a member organisation of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the 
EU does pay an administrative fee alongside the assessed 
contributions of its member states.12 From a UN system 
perspective, the limited EU support for core UN entities 
financed through assessed contributions – notably the 
work of the UN Secretariat and UN Peacekeeping – is 
thus unsurprising. At the same time, this highlights the 
extent to which EU funding is concentrated on operational 
UN activities and on EU policy priorities rather than 
on the UN system’s broader ‘backbone structures’: the 
intergovernmental, operational and logistical, policy and 
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2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

IOM 26.0% 23.4% 17.2% 12.5% 12.9%

UNRWA 14.7% 10.6% 9.2% 7.6% 10.7%

FAO 10.7% 13.1% 7.9% 12.3% 9.2%

UNICEF 9.2% 7.5% 3.6% 6.3% 8.0%

UNDP 10.5% 5.8% 5.9% 5.7% 6.7%

WFP 6.0% 5.1% 4.8% 5.5% 6.0%

UNHCR 14.1% 3.9% 5.2% 5.0% 5.6%

UNOPS n/a 5.7% 5.7% 6.0% 5.4%

ILO 5.8% 6.4% 6.0% 3.8% 5.1%

WHO 5.7% 5.5% 4.5% 5.8% 4.9%

UNFPA 3.6% 3.7% 5.1% 3.2% 4.6%

IFAD 7.6% 7.4% 7.0% 6.9% 3.9%

UNEP 4.7% 3.6% 4.7% 5.1% 3.5%

UN Secretariat 1.2% 1.0% 1.3% 1.3% 1.1%

UN Peacekeeping 0.0% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 0.0%

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

IOM 567.9 595.6 513.6 439.4 480.0

UNRWA 144.9 136.6 110.1 116.8 147.0

FAO 192.1 241.7 224.8 295.1 212.7

UNICEF 696.1 641.0 376.3 559.6 687.8

UNDP 692.6 324.3 311.1 337.9 352.3

WFP 538.3 495.2 698.2 499.2 618.9

UNHCR 687.9 205.3 318.2 235.7 265.0

UNOPS n/a 70.0 68.5 76.2 85.3

ILO 43.0 54.9 50.5 34.8 53.1

WHO 245.2 224.1 195.1 192.5 155.3

UNFPA 49.9 58.9 82.1 54.0 79.4

IFAD 41.7 53.0 51.0 56.8 38.9

UNEP 37.6 26.4 43.6 48.4 37.5

UN Secretariat 78.2 67.3 96.7 100.7 82.0

UN Peacekeeping 0.0 3.8 6.0 16.6 0.0

Figure 1: (A) EU share of total UN entity revenue (UNSCEB data, own calculation)

(B) EU funding to top-15 UN entities — 2020–2024 ($ millions)
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normative, and country- and regional-level functions  
that enable the system as a whole to operate, indepen­
dent of funding sources or which UN entity provides  
those functions.

Looking at EU funding received by individual UN entities, the 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Food 
Programme (WFP) received the largest absolute amounts 
in 2024, accounting for 18% and 16%, respectively, of total 
EU contributions. They were followed by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and the UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR).13 Despite receiving the largest absolute 
amounts of EU funding, UNICEF and WFP – which are also 
among the largest UN system entities in financial terms – 
are proportionately less reliant on EU funding than entities 
such as IOM and UNRWA. In 2024, the EU accounted for 
12.9% of IOM’s total revenue and 10.7% of UNRWA’s (see 
Figures 1A and 1B).

Data from the EU’s Financial Transparency System show 
that individual UN entities receive different mixes of funding 
from European Commission departments (Directorates-
General, or DGs), reflecting the particular EU policy 
areas through which their activities are financed. During 
2020–24, UNICEF received EU funding through both the 
Commission’s development arm (DG DEVCO, subsequently 
DG INTPA) and its humanitarian arm (DG ECHO), while 
WFP’s EU funding came almost entirely through DG ECHO. 
UNDP received mainly development funding, supplemented 
by funding through the then-DG NEAR for the EU’s 
Neighbourhood and Enlargement policies,14 including work 
involving countries in the Eastern Neighbourhood on a path 
towards EU membership. IOM received relatively similar 
shares of funding from DG INTPA, DG ECHO and DG NEAR, 
as well as from DG HOME, the Commission department 
responsible for migration and home affairs. EU financing 
for UNRWA came almost exclusively through DG NEAR’s 
Southern Neighbourhood funding.15

Overall, EU funding is geared towards certain UN entities, 
several of which depend heavily on EU support for their 
operational activities. Changes over time in both absolute 
and relative funding levels reflect not only shifting EU 
policies, but also changes in the scale of UN operations – 

for instance, the scaling down of health-related activities 
as COVID-19-related operations declined or, conversely, 
the increase in food aid in 2022 following food-price hikes 
after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.16

Team Europe: On the Alignment of EU and EU 
Member State UN Funding

The differentiated funding mixes outlined above indicate 
how strongly EU funding to the UN system is shaped by 
specific EU policy goals. In practice, this means that the EU 
predominantly engages the UN system as an implementing 
partner, drawing on its global and regional capabilities to 
deliver food aid, promote good governance, and address 
refugee and migration issues, among other priorities – 
including in response to Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine. Although the EU can provide support to the UN 
system on a scale that many of its smaller member states 
cannot match, its funding decisions are shaped by distinct 
EU-level policy priorities, differentiating it from individual 
country donors.

During and following the COVID-19 pandemic, the EU 
and its member states made considerable progress in 
working together as ‘Team Europe’. While driven in part 
by concerns over low collective visibility and perceived 
competition with other cooperation partners, including 
China, this cooperative approach has been maintained in 
the years since. It therefore continues to offer a means of 
strengthening the collective effectiveness of international 
cooperation by the EU and its member states.17 Particularly 
important in this regard are the Team Europe Initiatives 
(TEIs): packages of EU and member-state actions in a 
given country or sector that enable varying degrees of 
cooperation. TEIs have also played a key role in advancing 
the EU’s Global Gateway initiative, which promotes broadly 
defined infrastructure investment worldwide.

Council conclusions on Team Europe, adopted at 
ministerial level in November 2023, set out a number of 
future ambitions and objectives, including the ‘organisation 
of high-level policy dialogues, Team Europe missions, 
political engagements and participation in high-level and 
investment events in partner countries and multilateral 



157Part Two — Marketplace of ideas

fora’.18 To date, however, joint engagement by the EU and 
its member states with UN agencies remains a work in 
progress. A May 2026 EU proposal on humanitarian action 
identifies potential for greater cooperation in this area, with 
some member states calling for an action plan setting out 
how this could be achieved.19

The EU’s New Multi-Annual Budget:  
On the Path to a Smaller Footprint?

The European Commission’s July 2025 package of proposals 
for the 2028–34 MFF has prompted debate in Brussels and 
EU national capitals about the future of EU funding for both 
internal and external policies. These negotiations concern 
not only the overall size and allocation of the EU budget, 
but also the legal, policy and implementation frameworks 
that will guide spending decisions throughout the 2028–34 
period. As indicated above, key drivers of EU funding to the 
UN system include support for UN operational activities; 
the use of UN system capacities in the EU’s Eastern and 
Southern Neighbourhoods; and the management of 
migration-related issues through UN structures from both 
humanitarian and EU internal-policy perspectives.

The question, then, is whether the EU will continue to see 
the UN as a key strategic partner for advancing its policy 
goals, or instead place greater emphasis on European or 
local actors as implementing partners. Current debates 
around strategic procurement and ‘Buy European’ rhetoric 
point towards the latter possibility. A related question is 
whether the EU might shift at least some of its project-level 
earmarked support towards UN backbone functions or, 
conversely, whether the Team Europe approach will lead 
to even greater projectisation of UN funding.

The key regulatory decision shaping the majority of future 
EU funding to the UN system will be the provisions of the 
proposed Global Europe Instrument regulation, for which 
the Commission proposed a total funding envelope of 
€ 200.3 billion in July 2025.20 These provisions are being 
negotiated alongside the overall size of the MFF and its 
specific headings, including external action, of which Global 
Europe is the largest component. Five elements of these 
negotiations are particularly relevant to the UN system:

First, decisions incorporated into the forthcoming MFF will 
shape the EU’s annual budgets throughout the 2028–34 
period. Decisions on overall funding levels, as well as on 
the degree of flexibility and the ringfencing of particular 
policy areas, will therefore influence EU spending well into 
the 2030s.

Second, the draft Global Europe Instrument has a strong geo­
graphic focus on the EU’s neighbourhood. UN entities seeking 
EU funding may therefore need to take greater account of 
these geographic priorities in their operational activities.

Third, the EU’s Global Gateway initiative – its geopolitical invest-  
ment strategy – is expected to feature prominently in the 
future budget. Together with the current policy emphasis 
on private-sector mobilisation, this suggests that European 
actors may increasingly be prioritised in the implementation 
of EU foreign-policy objectives. This could favour European 
companies and associated supply chains, potentially reducing 
the funding available to UN actors.21 Greater earmarking 
could also constrain UN entities’ operational independence 
and their ability to pursue their multilateral mandates.

Fourth, it remains unclear to what extent the Global 
Europe Instrument will support UN-mandated frameworks 
such as the Sustainable Development Goals and their 
future successor framework; maintain the share of official 
development assistance (ODA) in external spending; or 
reinforce global policy commitments that are currently 
under pressure, including those relating to gender equality 
and climate change. At present, the balance between 
cooperation focused on short-term economic ‘mutual 
interests’ and cooperation centred on the equitable and 
sustainable provision of global public goods – which 
are also of mutual interest, albeit over the longer term – 
appears to be shifting towards the former.

Fifth, with global multilateralism under pressure, the UN 
system facing the deepest financial crisis in decades,22 

and large-scale reform processes including UN80 and 
the Humanitarian Reset under way at the same time,23 it 
remains to be seen whether – and to what extent – EU 
funding will be deployed strategically to sustain the UN 
system’s backbone structures as central elements of global 
multilateralism. Such an approach would require a shift 
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towards less tightly earmarked and more core-like funding. 
This, in turn, would require both a clear EU-level policy 
decision to pursue such objectives and, where necessary, 
adjustments to the EU’s current financial rules and 
practices, enabling a more strategic and less projectised 
approach to supporting the UN system’s global functions.

Conclusions: Catalyst and Cataclysm for 
Global Multilateralism

At the time of writing (mid-2026), there appears to be 
little prospect of a strategic shift in EU funding towards 
the backbone structures of global multilateralism. On the 
contrary, should the Global Europe Instrument be adopted 
broadly in the form proposed in July 2025, EU funding to 
the UN system is likely to decline, even if overall EU external 
spending remains stable or increases. At the same time, 
voices within the European institutions are questioning the 
UN’s role as an implementing partner, raising a broader 
question about whether – and how – future EU funding 
might instead strengthen the UN system’s key functions.24

Nevertheless, the EU’s contributions to the UN system over 
the past decade have been substantial. As demonstrated 
above, however, this funding remains heavily projectised 
and tightly earmarked, and is closely linked to global 
and regional crisis management, the governance of 
migration and refugee flows, and the EU’s Enlargement 
and Neighbourhood policies. EU funding to the UN system 
therefore already reflects significant European policy 
interests. A further shift towards the EU’s own geostrategic 
priorities could place additional pressure on funding for the 
UN system and its multilateral mandates.

The broader question is whether the EU sees itself as a 
global humanitarian and development actor operating 
within – and supporting – a genuinely multilateral system, 
or increasingly as a geopolitical actor that uses the UN 
system principally where doing so advances its own 
economic and security interests. Negotiations over the 
forthcoming MFF may not provide an immediate answer. 
But these decisions covering the 2028–34 period will have 
long-term consequences for the UN system, its functions 
and the ways in which it is funded.
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