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pandemic-response agency separate from the WHO. Biden 
reversed the withdrawal on taking office in January 2021, 
but his administration has restored only about three-quar-
ters of US funding. And earlier this month, reports emerged 
that the United States is continuing to push for a pandemic- 
response agency — to be funded by the G20 group of the 
world’s largest economies and administered by the World 
Bank in Washington DC. If brought into being, this would 
compete with the WHO. It would also clash with nascent 
plans, spearheaded by the European Union and backed by 
the WHO, to create a pandemic-response pact for countries 
to sign up to. Despite the change in US leadership, the WHO 
is still caught up in great-power politics. For the world’s 
health agency to be politicized at any time is unwise; for 
it to happen during a pandemic is dangerous. 

Countries will need to decide on the proposal to increase 
the WHO’s assessed contributions by May, when WHO 
member states meet in Geneva, Switzerland, for the annual 
World Health Assembly. Realistically, the United States is 
unlikely to change its position so soon, if at all. But, while it 
makes up its mind, the many countries that are supporting 
the proposal should consider how they can press ahead 
and increase the agency’s core funding. For example, they 
could increase voluntary contributions that come with no 
restrictions — known as ‘core voluntary contributions’.

Countries are being asked to increase their assessed con-
tributions from $489 million in 2022–23 to $1.1 billion in 
2028–29. When shared between 194 member states, this is 
not a large sum of money in the context of health care. But, 
overall, the increase to the WHO’s assessed contributions 
amounts to a doubling. Such a multiple will be tricky to 
push through national parliaments. At a time of pressure 
on government budgets, lawmakers in many countries will 
question why such an increase is needed.

Funding for the WHO tends to come out of countries’ 
international-aid budgets, and these budgets are under 
strain. The pandemic, along with newer crises, such as the 
collapse of governance in Afghanistan, has meant that 
there is huge need for international humanitarian assis-
tance, which comes out of aid budgets. At the same time, 
citizens in some nations are questioning their countries’ 
aid spending, urging governments to spend more money 
to tackle the health and economic consequences of the 
pandemic at home. 

One potential solution is for countries’ WHO contribu-
tions to come out of their general health spending (in effect, 
removing it from the aid budget). The logic is that support-
ing the WHO should not be seen as aid spending, but as 
spending to protect global public health — including anti- 
cipating and preventing or mitigating the next pandemic. 
Moreover, the WHO’s share of a nation’s health budget will 
be a much smaller fraction than its share of aid spending, 
because health budgets tend to be larger. Germany has 
already made the shift. In 2021, the country spent some 
�24 billion (US$27 billion) on health care. By contrast, its 
assessed contribution to the WHO was just $29 million.  

One of the biggest risks of the WHO plan is that lawmak-
ers might look to make savings elsewhere, by making cuts 
to spending on diseases such as HIV/AIDS or malaria, or to 

The WHO deserves 
more money –  
and more respect
The United States is wrongly opposing a new 
funding plan for the World Health Organization. 
Other nations shouldn’t wait to adopt it.

I
t’s a little-known fact that the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) lives a hand-to-mouth existence. Gov-
ernments contribute most of its annual US$6-billion 
budget, but the WHO is allowed to spend less than 20% 
of this on its core mission, which is to support public 

health in the poorest countries and respond to emergencies 
around the world. Much of the rest consists of voluntary 
donations earmarked for projects specified by donors, such 
as eliminating polio or treating HIV/AIDS.

The governments of most of the WHO’s member states 
are now rightly saying that the agency needs more-predict-
able funding, as well as the flexibility to decide when and 
how to spend a greater proportion of its budget — during a 
pandemic, for example. They should consider how to move 
ahead with implementing this plan despite the fact that a 
small number of countries are opposing it.

Since the WHO was founded in 1948, its total spending 
power has increased nearly sixfold, when adjusted for infla-
tion. But the majority of this money has been provided 
through voluntary contributions. By contrast, core funding 
— which comes from assessed contributions, based on a 
country’s wealth — has decreased in real terms. As a result, 
the WHO is struggling to achieve a key goal to provide uni-
versal health coverage for the most vulnerable populations. 

For decades, the WHO’s leadership has tried to persuade 
its donors to rebalance its funding. Last week, it tried again. 
At least 120 countries are backing a proposal for half of all 
funding for the WHO to comprise assessed contributions. 
This would bring its funding mechanism closer to that of 
many other United Nations agencies. But eight countries — 
including, most notably, the United States, but also Brazil, 
Japan and Poland — are opposing the move. 

The United States wants to see how the WHO can increase 
efficiency before it commits more funding. In 2019 (the last 
year for which data are available), the United States paid 
$419 million to the WHO, of which assessed contributions 
made up $119 million. One way to increase efficiency would 
be to relieve the agency of the need to devote so many of 
its resources to the priorities of individual governments. 

The US opposition to rebalancing the budget is a surprise, 
considering President Joe Biden’s full-throated support 
of the WHO in 2020, when then-president Donald Trump 
withdrew the United States and its funding from the WHO, 
saying the agency had become too close to China. At the 
time, Trump was also considering plans to create a global 
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childhood immunization campaigns — all of which con-
stitute a significant share of voluntary contributions. It’s 
crucial that this does not happen.  

More funding and a rebalancing of the WHO budget is 
ultimately not just about money. As important as the cash 
is, what matters more is the signal increased funding would 
send that nations value the WHO’s core missions — to be led 
by scientific evidence and to ensure that people everywhere 
have the opportunity to live a healthy life.

ARIA will give 
tremendous 
power to 
those who 
sit inside its 
black box.”

that are outside the consensus of existing scientific or tech-
nological opinion and are therefore reluctant to take risks. 
By contrast, ARIA’s architects say the agency will not “shy 
away from failure”. 

But ministers have failed to explain precisely why ARIA 
needs to be exempt from FoI laws. The government has said 
that removing the requirement to deal with FoI requests 
will “reduce administrative burden from ARIA’s staff” so 
they can “find and fund the most cutting edge research”. 
But this is a nonsensical argument. UK research-funding 
agencies of ARIA’s size receive, on average, just 50 FoI 
requests per year — and it doesn’t prevent them funding 
world-class science. It’s also nonsense to suggest that trans-
parency is incompatible with excellence and creativity.

A defence- and security-policy paper that the govern-
ment published last March, called Global Britain in a Com-
petitive Age, provides another explanation for the desire to 
keep ARIA behind closed doors. Science and technology 
are referred to throughout the document. The govern-
ment sees both as key to countering external threats, from 
countries that the United Kingdom regards as hostile, for 
example, or involved in terrorism or organized crime. ARIA 
is mentioned as one component among wider reforms 
to the funding and governance of science. These reforms 
include comparatively larger funding increases going to 
science that will be spent directly by government depart-
ments, and new high-level committees in which govern-
ment officials will be more involved in advising scientists 
on research priorities. 

This is a shift from the approach of previous (Conserva-
tive and Labour) governments, which saw science as much 
as a tool of diplomacy to address global challenges as an 
instrument to boost competitiveness. For example, the 
Global Challenges Research Fund was set up to enhance 
international collaborations and to meet the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals. There’s a percep-
tion among researchers that this ethos has been replaced 
with one that aims to protect the nation from threats and 
to project the United Kingdom’s hard power, says James 
Wilsdon, who researches science and government at the 
University of Sheffield, UK. 

But a security-focused approach for UK science does not 
justify exemptions from FoI laws. DARPA is subject to FoI 
laws. Between 2011 and 2019, it handled around 50 requests 
each year. If ARIA is freed from scrutiny, it will join a very 
small and exclusive club of publicly funded institutions, 
alongside the British royal family and the country’s various 
security and intelligence agencies. That makes no sense.

At an event in London last week, UK chief scientific 
adviser Patrick Vallance rightly said more science needs 
to be open — including the science used in defence and 
security. An agency that recognizes the value of failure to 
eventual success needs to be open, so that researchers can 
build and learn from what works and what doesn’t. 

ARIA will give tremendous power to those who sit inside 
its black box, making decisions about whom and what to 
fund. If ARIA succeeds in creating technologies that shape 
society, it must not do so behind closed doors. Those who 
pay for it should have the ability to scrutinize its decisions.

UK ‘DARPA’ should 
let the sunshine in
There’s too much secrecy behind ARIA, the 
United Kingdom’s ambitious planned agency 
for high-risk, high-reward research funding.

C
an there be any justification for a science-funding 
agency that makes its decisions in secret — espe-
cially if that agency is funded by the taxpayer? 
The UK government seems to think so. It will 
shortly launch a new ‘high-risk, high-reward’ 

funding agency, known as ARIA (Advanced Research and 
Invention Agency). ARIA, the UK equivalent of the US Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), will distribute 
£800 million (US$1 billion) to researchers in its first 4 years — 
considerably more than the £110 million a year available to all 
of the nation’s arts and humanities researchers. But few out-
side the country’s government, Parliament and audit watch-
dog will be able to scrutinize its decisions. That’s because 
ARIA will be exempt from freedom of information (FoI) 
laws, legislation that allows the public to access information  
collected and held by the government. 

Funds for high-risk science are a good thing, but keeping 
decisions on that science under wraps isn’t — and research-
ers and some lawmakers are rightly concerned. They’ve 
been campaigning for ARIA to be subject to the usual rules 
of public access to official data. But the government is 
refusing. Earlier this month, the upper house of the UK 
Parliament failed to get this aspect of the draft law changed. 

A government spokesperson told Nature that informa-
tion on “delivery partners” (grantees) will be published, 
but it will be up to ARIA’s leadership to decide what and 
how much. The government has just announced who will 
helm the initiative. Peter Highnam, deputy director of 
the DARPA, will join as ARIA’s chief executive in May. He 
should, at the very least, ensure that ARIA’s grants data are 
integrated into the United Kingdom’s grants data portal, 
called Gateway to Research.

ARIA was created to combat a perception that funding 
agencies are stuck in a ‘bog of bureaucracy’. The thinking is 
that many rounds of applications and peer review quash cre-
ativity: researchers think reviewers will reject applications 
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