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VI. The reporting of military expenditure data to the United 
Nations, 2002–11 

NOEL KELLY 

Over the past decade, there has been a general decline in the annual 
reporting by United Nations member states of their military spending 
through the use of the UN Standardized Instrument for Reporting Military 
Expenditures.1 At the same time, an increasing number of countries have 
posted information about their military expenditure online, albeit not 
according to the UN definition or the format of the UN Standardized 
Instrument. Indeed, of the 79 countries that made no response to the 
instrument between 2002 and 2008, 61 made at least basic information on 
their defence budget available online, and 16 of those gave a detailed break-
down of the budget.2  

While the UN Standardized Instrument represented an important 
improvement in the availability of data on military spending when it was 
first introduced in 1981, the gradual decline in reporting has been a matter 
of concern to many UN member states. It was against this background that, 
in response to a joint German–Romanian proposal in 2007, a Group of 
Governmental Experts (GGE) was established in November 2010 to review 
the operation of the UN Standardized Instrument and its further develop-
ment. This was the first such review of the instrument, which has remained 
almost unchanged since its introduction. The aim was to ‘strengthen and 
broaden participation’ in the instrument and to ‘improv[e] its further 
development’.3 The report of the GGE was presented to the UN Secretary-
General in June 2011. 

This section describes the UN system of reporting, presents trends in 
reporting for the period 2002–11, and describes the findings and recom-
mendations of the 2011 report by the GGE on the UN Standardized 
Instrument.  

The United Nations reporting system 

The UN Standardized Instrument for Reporting Military Expenditures was 
established in 1980, started its operation in 1981 and is managed by the UN  

 
1 In a Dec. 2011 decision by the UN General Assembly, the name of the instrument was changed to 

the ‘United Nations Report on Military Expenditures’. UN General Assembly Resolution 66/20,  
2 Dec. 2011. 

2 United Nations, Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA), and SIPRI, Promoting Further Open-
ness and Transparency in Military Matters: An Assessment of the United Nations Standardized Instru-
ment for Reporting Military Expenditures, UNODA Occasional Papers no. 20 (United Nations: New 
York, Nov. 2010), p. 16. 

3 UN General Assembly Resolution 62/13, 5 Dec. 2007. 
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Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA).4 Each year the UN Secretary-
General invites all member states (currently 193) through a note verbale to 
report their military expenditure by 30 April for the most recent financial 
year for which data is available. The basis for this request is a UN General 
Assembly resolution adopted in 1980.5 Successive biennial General Assem-
bly resolutions have called for the continued reporting of military expend-
iture by member states.6  

In their reports, UN member states are asked to use the UN Standardized 
Instrument for Reporting Military Expenditures, which has been 
developed for this purpose, but they can use any other reporting format 
developed by other international or regional organizations. If appropriate, a 
state can submit a nil report—a report with no data entered; these are 
usually submitted by countries with no regular armed forces.7  

The UN Standardized Instrument is in the form of a matrix with fields 
for reporting spending by function (e.g. personnel, operations and main-
tenance, procurement, construction, and research and development, each 

 
4 UN Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA), ‘Military spending’, <http://www.un.org/dis 

armament/convarms/Milex/>. 
5 UN General Assembly Resolution 35/142 B, 12 Dec. 1980. 
6 The most recent such resolution is UN General Assembly Resolution 66/20 (note 1). 
7 UN General Assembly Resolution 66/20 (note 1). 

Table 4.6. Number of countries reporting their military expenditure to the 
United Nations, 2002 and 2006–11 
 

 2002 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
 

No. of UN member states 191 192 192 192 192 192  193 

Total no. of reportsa 81 80 78 77 58 60 51 
  Standardized reports 70 54 48 53 42 41 38 
  Simplified reportsb  . . 15 18 16 10 12 6 
  Nil reportsc 11 11 12 8 6 7 7 
Response rate (%) 42 42  41  40  30  31 26 

Reports from non-UN   1 2 1  –  – – – 
  member statesd 
 

a Years are the year of the Secretary-General’s request (the deadline of which is 30 Apr. of
the following year). Figures for 2011 only include submissions up to 8 Dec. 2011. Some coun-
tries may report after this date. Total figures include nil reports. 

b Countries reporting to the UN with both standardized and simplified reports are listed as
standardized reports to avoid double counting. 

c A nil report is a questionnaire returned to the UN with no data entered, usually submitted
by a country that does not maintain regular armed forces. 

d Reports from non-UN member states are not included in other figures. 

Sources: United Nations, General Assembly, ‘Objective information on military matters,
including transparency of military expenditures’, Reports of the Secretary-General, Various
dates, 2002–11, <http://www.un.org/disarmament/convarms/Milex/>. 
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broken down into subcategories) and by military service (e.g. air force, 
army and navy) and to give aggregated totals.8 In the belief that some coun-
tries found this matrix too complicated and to encourage reporting by more 
countries, the UN introduced an alternative, simplified reporting form in 
2002 that requests only aggregate data by service on personnel, operations 
and procurement. The reported data is included in an annual report to the 
General Assembly.9 

The objective of the instrument has evolved over the years. The initial 
purpose was to use the reporting system as a step towards gradual reduc-
tions in military budgets.10 The justification stated in the most recent 
resolution is  

that the improvement of international relations forms a sound basis for promoting 
further openness and transparency in all military matters [and] that transparency in 
military matters is an essential element for building a climate of trust and con-
fidence between States worldwide and that a better flow of objective information on 
military matters can help to relieve international tension and is therefore an 
important contribution to conflict prevention.11 

Trends in reporting, 2002–11 

There has been a decrease in reporting to the UN Standardized Instrument 
during recent years (see table 4.6). The number of countries reporting has 
dropped from a high of 81 in 2002 to 51 in 2011. 

Since 1980, 124 states have submitted a report at least once.12 Over the 
period 2002–11 the rate of response to the UN (including nil reports) was 
37 per cent, but this fell to 31 per cent in 2010 and to 26 per cent in 2011. 
The region with the highest overall reporting rate in 2011 was Europe, 
while the Middle East and Africa had the lowest rates (see table 4.7).13  

The political sensitivity of military expenditure may be a primary reason 
for not reporting in some cases. However, this cannot be the reason for the 
majority of those that do not report as many of them have made their mili-
tary budgets available to international financial institutions or online to the 
general public.  
  

 
8 The Standardized Instrument is available on the UNODA website, <http://www.un.org/ 

disarmament/convarms/Milex/Forms/>. 
9 The most recent report is United Nations, General Assembly, ‘Objective information on military 

matters, including transparency of military expenditures’, Report of the Secretary-General, A/66/117, 
29 June 2011, and Addendum A/66/117/Add.1, 28 Sep. 2011. 

10 See UNODA and SIPRI (note 2); and Omitoogun, W. and Sköns, E., ‘Military expenditure data: a 
40-year overview’, SIPRI Yearbook 2006, pp. 276–77, 286, 291. 

11 UN General Assembly Resolution 66/20 (note 1).  
12 UNODA and SIPRI (note 2), p. 2. 
13 On reporting rates in Latin America see Bromley, M. and Solmirano, C., Transparency in Mili-

tary Spending and Arms Acquisitions in Latin America and the Caribbean, SIPRI Policy Paper no. 31 
(SIPRI: Stockholm, Jan. 2012). 
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In general, most countries that have never reported to the UN Standard-
ized Instrument tend to make only basic information on military spending 
available elsewhere (such as a single total figure).14 Equally, the fact that 
many countries have responded at least once suggests that they have the 
capacity and the willingness to report but lack political commitment to 
respond consistently.  

The report of the Group of Governmental Experts 

In June 2011 the report of the Group of Governmental Experts on the Oper-
ation and Further Development of the United Nations Standardized Instru-
ment for Reporting Military Expenditures was presented to the UN Sec-
retary-General and submitted to the UN General Assembly.15 

The GGE suggested that low reporting rates to the UN Standardized 
Instrument in some regions could be explained by the incompatibility of 
national accounting systems with the reporting matrix. Other factors men-
tioned were the complexity of the standardized reporting form; a lack of 
political commitment, interest or capacity; the sensitivity of reporting mili-
tary expenditures; and a lack of awareness at a sufficiently high political 
level. 

The report emphasized the need for the broadest possible participation 
in reporting military expenditure and this requirement influenced the 
recommendations of the GGE. To better accommodate the particularities of 
national accounting systems and to facilitate and enhance participation in 
the UN reporting system, the GGE agreed on a common understanding of 
military expenditure and on a number of modifications to the standardized 
and simplified reporting forms. It also developed a format for the nil report 
and proposed a new title for the reporting instrument. The common defin-
ition of ‘military expenditure’ was agreed to be all financial resources that a 
state spends on the uses and functions of its military forces.16  

The report suggested that states should be able to choose the most 
appropriate reporting form (although the standardized form should still be 
considered the preferred format) and should be encouraged to complement 
their submissions with explanations, additional materials and document-
ation.17 Given that a simplified version of the UN Standardized Instrument 
has existed since 2002 it is unlikely that these recommendations alone will 
lead to increased participation. Nevertheless, recommendations from the 
report that might lead to increased participation if applied stringently are 

 
14 UNODA and SIPRI (note 2), p. 22.  
15 United Nations, General Assembly, ‘Group of Governmental Experts on the Operation and Fur-

ther Development of the United Nations Standardized Instrument for Reporting Military Expend-
itures’, Note by the Secretary-General, A/66/89, 14 June 2011. 

16 United Nations (note 15), p. 21. 
17 United Nations (note 15), p. 2.  
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improved promotion of the instrument by the UN Secretariat and the offer-
ing of practical assistance to member states lacking the capacity to report 
data.18 Such capacity building can take many forms, such as training of key 
personnel, online training packages and on-site support.19 

The GGE report noted the importance of leveraging existing resources of 
the UN disarmament machinery to promote the UN Standardized Instru-
ment and encouraged officials at higher levels of the UN Secretariat to 
more actively disseminate information on the instrument.20 To further 
efforts at better communication between the Secretariat and member 
states, it recommended that national reports include details of the national 
contact points.21 The GGE also called for continued periodic review of the 
instrument to ensure continued relevance and operation and suggested the 
next review be scheduled in five years.  

The report concluded that transparency in military expenditure remains 
an essential element for building trust and confidence among states. The 
recommendations of the GGE report were endorsed by the First Committee 
of the General Assembly and then by the full General Assembly, in each 
case without a vote.22 In doing so, the General Assembly changed the name 
of the reporting instrument to the United Nations Report on Military 
Expenditures. It will be interesting to see, given the recommendations of 
the 2011 GGE report, whether the downward trend in reporting can be 
reversed in the coming years.  

 
18 United Nations (note 15), pp. 23–24. 
19 United Nations (note 15), p. 21. 
20 United Nations (note 15), p. 15. 
21 United Nations (note 15), p. 20. 
22 United Nations, General Assembly, First Committee, ‘Objective information on military 

matters, including transparency of military expenditures’, Draft resolution, A/C.1/66/L.35, 17 Oct. 
2011; and UN General Assembly Resolution 66/20 (note 1). 
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