
BACKGROUNDER

Key Points

 

Assessing Common Arguments for Cutting National Security 
Spending: Informing Current and Future Budget Debates
Justin T. Johnson

No. 3053 | November 6, 2015

 n Appropriately funding the U.S. 
national security budget is vitally 
important. Too much funding is 
wasteful, and too little funding 
puts Americans at risk.

 n The debate about the U.S. 
national security budget often 
devolves into issues that are not 
actually relevant to U.S. national 
security. 

 n National security spending 
should be understood in context 
and not reduced to one statistic 
or another.

 n The U.S. national security budget 
should be based on the answers 
to three key questions: What 
vital interests must America pro-
tect, what are the threats against 
those interests, and how best can 
America protect those interests 
from the threats? 

 n The U.S. should build its national 
security budget based on a 
coherent strategy that realisti-
cally assesses the threats to the 
nation and its commitments and 
interests abroad.

Abstract
While the recent budget agreement provides some stability for na-
tional security spending for the near future, debates about the appro-
priateness of that funding level will continue. Regrettably, many com-
mon arguments for cutting national security spending are unhelpful 
or faulty. Americans should understand (1) where the arguments for 
cutting national security spending fall short, (2) how national security 
spending can be better understood, and (3) what the U.S. should spend 
on national security.

Determining how much the United States should spend on national 
security is a challenging task. If the U.S. spends too little on nation-

al security, potential threats may become realities, costing American 
blood and treasure. If the U.S. spends too much, the misallocation of 
resources will add to the debt placed on future generations. This is a dif-
ficult balance to strike, and a robust public debate should be expected.1

The recently enacted bipartisan budget Act of 2015 increased the 
spending cap for national security for fiscal years 2016 and 2017, but 
the debate about the sufficiency of this funding level will continue. The 
increased national security funding level remains below President 
obama’s request for FY 2016 and below the level recommended by a 
Heritage Foundation expert.2

While the budget debate continues, Americans should be con-
cerned about the state of the U.S. military. The Heritage Foundation’s 
2016 Index of U.S. Military Strength assessed that America’s ability to 
defend itself and its interests is only “marginal” while the global threat 
level is “elevated.”3 Given the stakes, Americans need to understand 
where the arguments for cutting national security spending fall short.

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at http://report.heritage.org/bg3053
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Argument #1: “The United States spends 
more than the next seven countries combined.” 
This is perhaps the most common argument used 
to support claims that the U.S. spends too much on 
national security. It is also not a particularly helpful 
argument for four reasons:

1. U.S. national security spending has been dra-
matically declining for years. In 2011, according 
to the same data, the U.S. spent more than the next 13 
countries combined.4 In 2012, it was 10 countries.5 In 
2013, it was down to eight countries.6 Finally, in 2014, 
it was down to seven countries.7 The trend is clear.

2. The U.S. spends more than the next few coun-
tries combined on a lot of things. For example, 
the U.S. spends more than the next nine countries 
combined on health care.8 In 2012, Americans 
accounted for about one-third of the world’s total 
spending on entertainment.9 Americans eat one 
and a half times more beef than all of the euro-
pean Union countries combined.10 While these 

comparisons do not pertain to national security, 
they show that the U.S. is a big spender in a lot of 
areas, not just security.

3. The U.S. provides better training, equipment, 
and pay to its soldiers. Countries such as China 
and russia pay their service members less in part 
because they can conscript a significant portion 
of their military.11 even more importantly, Amer-
icans believe that they should not send men and 
women into harm’s way without the best possible 
training and equipment. other countries choose 
to invest less in equipping and training their 
individual service members, whether soldiers or 
fighter pilots.12 Investing in the individual costs 
more, but it produces a higher-quality force and 
better prepares them for life outside the military.

4. The U.S. preempts threats before they arrive 
at its shores. The U.S. military is designed to proj-
ect power around the world so that it can deter or, 
if necessary, defeat potential threats before they 

1. This paper was written before the Bipartisan Budget Agreement was announced and before final defense authorization and appropriations 
bills for FY 2016 were enacted. Unless otherwise noted, all current U.S. budget numbers in this paper are FY 2015 enacted. 

 For the purposes of this paper, national security spending is defined as Office of Management and Budget budget function 050, which 
includes the Department of Defense, the nuclear weapons portions of the Department of Energy, the intelligence community, roughly half of 
the FBI’s budget, and a few other defense-related budget lines. Department of Defense spending is defined as budget subfunction 051.

2. Diem Nguyen Salmon, “A Proposal for the FY 2016 Defense Budget,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2989, January 30, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/01/a-proposal-for-the-fy-2016-defense-budget

3. Dakota L. Wood, ed., 2016 Index of U.S. Military Strength (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation. 2015),  
http://index.heritage.org/military/.

4. Brad Plumer, “America’s Staggering Defense Budget, in Charts,” The Washington Post, January 7, 2013, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/
wonkblog/wp/2013/01/07/everything-chuck-hagel-needs-to-know-about-the-defense-budget-in-charts/ (accessed July 29, 2015).

5. Mark Koba, “U.S. Military Spending Dwarfs Rest of World,” NBC News, February 24, 2014,  
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/military-spending-cuts/u-s-military-spending-dwarfs-rest-world-n37461 (accessed July 31, 2015).

6. Ana Swanson, “Why Are Small Towns Across America Acquiring Mine-Resistant Military Vehicles?” Forbes, August 19, 2014, http://www.forbes.
com/sites/anaswanson/2014/08/19/tanks-to-nowhere-why-the-us-is-losing-the-domestic-investment-game/ (accessed July 31, 2015).

7. Peter G. Peterson Foundation, “The U.S. Spends More on Defense Than the Next Seven Countries Combined,”  
http://pgpf.org/Chart-Archive/0053_defense-comparison (accessed July 31, 2015).

8. World Health Organization, Global Health Expenditure Database,  
http://apps.who.int/nha/database/ViewData/Indicators/en (accessed July 31, 2015), and the author’s calculations.

9. Meg James, “Global Spending for Media and Entertainment to Rise Steadily,” Los Angeles Times, June 5, 2013,  
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/envelope/cotown/la-fi-ct-media-pwc-20130605-story.html (accessed July 31, 2015).

10. U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2012 (Washington, DC: Books Express Publishing, 2011), p. 861, Table 1377,  
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2012edition.html (accessed July 31, 2015).

11. Martin Russell, “Russia’s Armed Forces: Reforms and Challenges,” European Parliamentary Research Service, pp. 11, April 2015,  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2015/554213/EPRS_IDA%282015%29554213_EN.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

12. Michael Chase et al., “China’s Incomplete Military Transformation: Assessing the Weaknesses of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA),” 
RAND Corporation, February 2015, http://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/China%27s%20Incomplete%20Military%20
Transformation_2.11.15.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).
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reach the homeland. No other country is capable 
of protecting its interests around the world like 
the U.S., and sustaining a military force capable of 
worldwide power projection comes at a cost.

Argument #2: “Defense spending has grown 
too much in recent years.” variations of this argu-
ment are used regularly with numerous time frames 
and numbers. one example claimed “explosive 
increases in military spending since 9/11.”13 Anoth-
er talked about a “165% increase between 1998 and 
2011”14 in military spending, and a third argued that 
defense spending “has doubled since 2001.”15 All of 
these numbers are very different if understood in 
the proper context. Comparing national security 
spending with non-defense spending, putting it in 
the context of gross domestic product (GDP) and 
total government spending, or even just adjusting 
for inflation produces a much different picture.

1. From 2001 through 2015, spending on social 
and economic programs dramatically outpaced 
spending on national security. In inflation-
adjusted dollars, federal spending on social and eco-
nomic programs increased by 61 percent between 
2001 and 2015.16 During the same period, national 
security spending increased by 38 percent.17

2. The low point for post–Cold War national 
security spending was 1998, and 2011 was the 
high point. The “165% increase” relies on pick-

ing the outliers—the lowest and highest spending 
years—since the end of the Cold War and does not 
account for the whole story. measuring spend-
ing from 1998 to 2015, instead of stopping in 2011, 
produces very different numbers. over this lon-
ger term, national security spending increased 
by 43 percent in real terms, while social and eco-
nomic spending increased by 79 percent.18

3. National security spending is a small part of 
total government spending. The Department 
of Defense (DoD) went from 16 percent of total 
federal spending in 2001 to a peak of 21 percent 
in 2007 and back down to 15 percent in 2015.19 If 
state and local government spending are includ-
ed, national security comprises only 10 percent of 
total public spending.20

4. National security is a small part of the U.S. 
economy. As a percentage of U.S. GDP, total 
national security spending went from 3 percent 
of GDP in 1998 to 2.9 percent in 2001 to a high of 
4.7 percent in 2010 and fell to an estimated 3.3 
percent in 2015.21 Per these numbers, national 
security spending as a percentage of GDP has 
remained relatively low.

Argument #3: “The national debt is the big-
gest security threat.” Former Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral mike mullen made 
this statement regularly when he was the top U.S. 

13. Lawrence Korb, Alex Rothman, and Max Hoffman, “$100 Billion in Politically Feasible Defense Cuts for a Budget Deal,” Center for American 
Progress, December 6, 2012, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/report/2012/12/06/47106/hundred-billion-in-politically-
feasible-defense-cuts-for-a-budget-deal/ (accessed July 31, 2015).

14. Doug Bandow, “Hawks Demand More Military Spending Than During Cold War: Stop Squandering ‘Defense’ Dollars on Other Nations,” The 
Huffington Post, October 29, 2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/doug-bandow/hawks-demand-more-militar_b_6067600.html (accessed 
July 31, 2015).

15. The Editors, “Slimming Down the Pentagon,” Bloomberg View, July 16, 2015,  
http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2015-07-16/slimming-down-the-pentagon (accessed July 31, 2015).

16. Social and economic spending is a broad budget category that includes much of the federal budget, but excludes veterans, international, 
space, and interest on the debt. For details, see U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, March 2015,  
pp. 249–251, Table 7-2, http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY16_Green_Book.pdf (accessed July 29, 
2015).

17. U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 249–251, Table 7-2.

18. Ibid.

19. U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2016: Historical Tables (Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Publishing Office, 2015), Table 5-3, https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals (accessed July 29, 2015).

20. U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 264–266, Table 7-7.

21. U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables, Table 3-1.
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military officer, and he has continued to repeat it 
in retirement.22 However, when asked about the 
greatest dangers to the United States, mullen iden-
tifies nuclear weapons and cyberwarfare as the two 
existential threats facing the U.S. today.23 The U.S. 
national debt is one of the most serious issues facing 
our nation, but it does not constitute a national secu-
rity threat, and it does not mean the U.S. should stop 
spending on national security for several reasons:

1. The national debt is a different kind of threat. 
It will not launch nuclear missiles or suicide 
attacks. The national debt is a significant drag 
on the economy and will make life much worse 
for future generations. However, the U.S. faces 
real and potentially deadly threats today that 
it needs to address. Islamic State (ISIS), russia, 
China, and Iran will still be threats even if the 
U.S. were to redirect all national security spend-
ing into deficit reduction.

2. The national debt hurts the U.S. economy, as 
do security threats. most estimates put the 
economic cost of the terrorist attacks on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, between $50 billion and $100 
billion.24 even without specific attacks, security 
threats can dampen markets or drive up energy 
costs. While full-fledged wars are hugely expen-
sive in the human and direct financial costs, 
they also result in reduced trade and economic 
growth.25 Security is expensive, but insecurity 
costs even more.

3. Reducing security spending alone cannot fix 
the debt problem. From 2009 through 2013, 

the annual federal deficits exceeded the entire 
national security budget.26 In 2015, the DoD 
represented 15 percent of total federal spending, 
and the office of management and budget pre-
dicts that it will decline to 11.7 percent of total 
federal spending by 2020.27 Federal revenue has 
averaged 17.3 percent of GDP for the past 35 years 
(1980–2014).28 According to Congressional bud-
get office estimates, federal spending on Social 
Security, health care, and interest on the fed-
eral debt will reach 17.6 percent of GDP in 2035, 
exceeding the historical revenue average with-
out spending a single dollar for any other govern-
ment function.29 The largest factors contribut-
ing to the national debt are mandatory spending 
programs. even if the U.S. does not spend anoth-
er dollar on national security, the national debt 
would continue to grow.

Argument #4: “We have more aircraft carri-
ers than the rest of the world combined.” other 
variations of this argument include the size of the 
U.S. Air Force and the number of ships in the U.S. 
Navy. These statistics may be true, but are not a 
sound reason to cut investment in the U.S. military:

1. The United States prefers the “away game.” 
The U.S. is fortunate to have large oceans between 
it and potential U.S. adversaries. If a conflict were 
to arise, the U.S. would rather fight on the far side 
of the ocean than on U.S. shores. This requires 
the ability to project power from the air and the 
sea. This ability to project power around the 
world also benefits the U.S. economy, which relies 
on international trade. exports alone account 

22. Tyrone Marshall, “Debt Is Biggest Threat to National Security, Chairman Says,” DoD News, September 22, 2011,  
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=65432 (accessed July 31, 2015).

23. Geoff Colvin, “Adm. Mike Mullen: Debt Is Still Biggest Threat to U.S. Security,” Fortune, May 10, 2012,  
http://fortune.com/2012/05/10/adm-mike-mullen-debt-is-still-biggest-threat-to-u-s-security/ (accessed July 31, 2015).

24. Adam Rose and Brock Blomberg, “Total Economic Consequences of Terrorist Attacks: Insights from 9/11,” CREATE Homeland Security Center, 
2010, http://create.usc.edu/sites/default/files/publications/totaleconomicconsequencesofterroristattacks-insightsfrom9_0.pdf (accessed 
July 31, 2015).

25. Reuven Glick and Alan M. Taylor, “Collateral Damage: Trade Disruption and the Economic Impact of War,” Federal Reserve Bank of San 
Francisco Working Paper No. 2005-11, August 2005, http://www.frbsf.org/economic-research/files/wp05-11bk.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

26. U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables, Table 1-1.

27. Ibid., Table 5-3.

28. Ibid., Table 1-2.

29. Congressional Budget Office, The 2015 Long-Term Budget Outlook, June 2015,  
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/reports/50250-LongTermBudgetOutlook-3.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).
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for 13 percent of the U.S. GDP,30 and 95 percent 
of U.S. foreign trade is seaborne.31 A strong Navy 
is required to maintain the freedom of the com-
mons and to ensure that maritime trade routes 
remain open and free.

2. The size of the U.S. military should be based on 
America’s needs. The U.S. is a global power with 
global interests. To secure American interests respon-
sibly, a sizable and capable military is a necessity. 
Historically, the U.S. military has been sized based 
on the potential for fighting two conflicts simulta-
neously. This ensures that if the U.S. is fighting one 
war, a second adversary cannot take advantage of 
the situation to launch an attack in another region.32

3. The U.S. military is smaller than at any time 
since 9/11. Today, the Navy has 273 ships.33 The 
Navy has not been this small since 1916. The 
Navy’s fleet today is 14 percent smaller than on 
9/11.34 In fiscal year (FY) 2016, the Army will fall 
below its size on 9/11. At 475,000 soldiers on the 
way down to 450,000 or fewer, the Army will be 
smaller than at any time since 1940. In 2015, the 
Air Force will have 12 percent fewer personnel 
than on 9/1135 and 26 percent fewer aircraft.36 In 
fact, the Air Force will have fewer planes than at 
any previous point in the history of the Air Force.

4. There are other comparisons. The Chinese 
military already poses a significant challenge to 
the U.S. military. According to one assessment, 
China has 70 submarines to America’s 73, and 
China has 72 principal surface combatants to 
America’s 83.37 According to another estimate, 
China’s navy is between 220 ships and 244 ships, 
excluding small coastal patrol craft.38 As of today, 
the U.S. Navy stands at 273 ships.39

5. China’s military is growing rapidly. In 2015, 
China’s military budget is expected to increase 
by 10.1 percent.40 meanwhile, the U.S. nation-
al security budget has declined by 1.2 percent. 
China’s enlarged budget will produce significant 
increases in military capability. one analyst has 
said, “China has built more warships and war 
planes than any other nation in 2012, in 2013, and 
in 2014, and it’s probably going to do so in 2015, 
2016, and 2017.”41

Argument #5: “We are fighting terrorists in 
pickup trucks, not other nations.” Since the end 
of the Cold War, the United States has not faced the 
same sort of existential security threat. Fighting 
terrorists should be cheaper than fighting the Soviet 
Union. once again, the truth is tougher:

30. Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, “Benefits of Trade,” https://ustr.gov/about-us/benefits-trade (accessed July 31, 2015).

31. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, National Ocean Service, “How Important Is Trade to Our Economy?”  
http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/oceaneconomy.html (accessed July 31, 2015).

32. For more details, see Wood, 2016 Index of U.S. Military Strength.

33. U.S. Navy, “Status of the Navy,” July 31, 2015, http://www.navy.mil/navydata/nav_legacy.asp?id=146 (accessed July 31, 2015).

34. U.S. Navy, Naval History and Heritage Command, “US Ship Force Levels, 1886–Present,”  
http://www.history.navy.mil/research/histories/ship-histories/us-ship-force-levels.html (accessed July 31, 2015).

35. U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 258–260, Table 7-5.

36. U.S. Air Force, “Fiscal Year 2016 Budget Overview,” February 2015, p. 12, Table 1,  
http://www.saffm.hq.af.mil/shared/media/document/AFD-150421-011.pdf (accessed July 29, 2015), and Colonel James C. Ruehrmund Jr. and 
Christopher J. Bowle, “Arsenal of Airpower: USAF Aircraft Inventory 1950–2009,” Mitchell Institute, November 2010, p. 25,  
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/AFA/6379b747-7730-4f82-9b45-a1c80d6c8fdb/UploadedImages/Mitchell%20
Publications/Arsenal%20of%20Airpower.pdf (accessed July 29, 2015).

37. International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2015 (London: Routledge, 2015).

38. Ronald O’Rourke, “China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities—Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional 
Research Service Report for Congress, June 1, 2015, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL33153.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

39. U.S. Navy, “Status of the Navy.”

40. Richard A. Bitzinger, “China’s Double-Digit Defense Growth,” Foreign Affairs, March 19, 2015,  
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2015-03-19/chinas-double-digit-defense-growth (accessed July 31, 2015).

41. Jack Detsch, “Peter W. Singer on Ghost Fleet, China, and Strategy,” The Diplomat, July 4, 2015,  
http://thediplomat.com/2015/07/peter-w-singer-on-ghost-fleet-china-and-strategy/ (accessed July 31, 2015).
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1. The U.S. needs both to fight terrorists and 
to deter potential adversaries, such as Rus-
sia and China. russia’s invasions of Georgia 
and Crimea and the continued fighting in east-
ern Ukraine show that russia is still a dangerous 
power. China is building man-made islands in the 
South China Sea. Iran and North Korea are dan-
gerous threats, taking advantage of tumultuous 
regional dynamics. The U.S. needs to deter these 
countries while supporting ongoing operations 
against terrorists.

2. The U.S. has cut national security spending 
since the Cold War. National security spending 
peaked in 1986 and 1987 at 6 percent of GDP and 
28 percent of total federal spending. The “peace 
dividend” of the 1990s brought national security 
spending down to a low of 3 percent of GDP and 16 
percent of federal spending. In 2015, the nation-
al security budget is 3.3 percent of GDP and 15.8 
percent of federal spending.42 While the threats 
facing the U.S. have changed since the Cold War, 
sufficient investment is still needed to secure 
the future.

3. The security threats facing the U.S. are 
numerous and challenging. Dr. Henry Kissing-
er, one of the most respected foreign policy lead-
ers in the country, told the Senate earlier this year, 

“[T]he United States has not faced a more diverse 
and complex array of crises since the end of the 
Second World War.”43 The United States needs a 
diverse array of capabilities to deter and defeat 
these diverse and complex threats.

4. Fighting terrorism and deterring major 
potential adversaries requires better intelli-
gence. The national security budget includes the 
bulk of the funding for the intelligence agencies, 
which now need to focus on additional nations 
and on terrorists scattered around the globe.44

Argument #6: “The military wastes so much 
money, so Congress should just cut its bud-
get.” The DoD certainly has wasteful spending that 
should be eliminated. However, finding and elimi-
nating this wasteful spending takes strong oversight. 
Indiscriminately cutting budgets is self-defeating 
and counterproductive. Waste, fraud, and abuse 
need to be rooted out, but doing so takes hard work.

1. Auditing the Department of Defense. The 
DoD needs to achieve a fully auditable financial 
system. Currently, the department is on a path 
to have fully auditable financial statements by 
the end of FY 2017.45 Congress and senior DoD 
leaders should ensure that the DoD meets this 
timeline. At the same time, inspectors general 
and various criminal investigative organizations 
within the DoD already conduct targeted audits 
and criminal investigations.

2. GAO High Risk List. The Government Account-
ability office (GAo) releases a High risk List 
every other year to highlight agencies and pro-
gram areas that are vulnerable to fraud, waste, 
abuse, and mismanagement. The 2015 list high-
lighted a number of areas in the DoD, and Con-
gress and senior DoD leaders need to address 
these areas.46

3. Congress is part of the problem. While the 
DoD has numerous areas of waste, Congress is 
often a contributing factor. Congress has a history 
of opposing DoD proposals that could save money. 
Congress may oppose these proposals for good 
reasons, but often the opposition stems from paro-
chial interests, not from good policy. Congress also 
makes it hard to manage programs efficiently by 
failing to provide stable and predictable funding.

4. There is no line item for waste, fraud, and 
abuse. Identifying waste, fraud, and abuse takes 

42. U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 264–266, Table 7-7.

43. Henry A. Kissinger, “Global Challenges and U.S. National Security Strategy,” testimony before Committee on Armed Services, U.S. Senate, 
January 29, 2015, http://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Kissinger_01-29-15.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

44. Marshall C. Erwin and Amy Belasco, “Intelligence Spending and Appropriations: Issues for Congress,” Congressional Research Service Report 
for Congress, September 18, 2013, http://fas.org/sgp/crs/intel/R42061.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

45. U.S. Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), “FIAR Plan,” http://comptroller.defense.gov/fiar/fiar_plan.aspx (accessed July 31, 2015).

46. U.S. Government Accountability Office, High-Risk Series: An Update, GAO–15–290, February 11, 2015,  
http://www.gao.gov/highrisk/overview (accessed July 31, 2015).
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work. Across-the-board cuts may produce sav-
ings, but they can also produce waste or long-
term costs. To find and eliminate waste, the DoD 
needs stable funding, strong management, and 
the ability to hold decision makers accountable.

U.S. National Security 
Spending in Context

many Americans would be surprised by how little 
federal spending actually goes to national security. 

In FY 2015, the national security budget will encom-
pass only 15.8 percent of total federal spending. As 
a share of total public spending, which includes the 
budgets of state and local governments, national 
security is only 10.4 percent.47

National security spending will account for only 
3.3 percent of the U.S. economy (measured in GDP) 
in 2015.

When the numbers are this large, putting them 
in perspective can be difficult. Here are a few 

47. U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 264–266, Table 7-7.
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Source: U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, March 2015, pp. 252–253, Table 7–2,
http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY16_Green_Book.pdf (accessed July 29, 2015).
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of Federal Spending
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OUTLAYS, IN CONSTANT 
2009 DOLLARS

Less than 16 percent of federal 
spending in FY 2015 will go to 
national defense. The federal 
government spends four 
times as much on social and 
economic programs.
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ways to compare national security spending with 
other items:

 n The 2014 base national security budget ($521 bil-
lion) was slightly less than the GDP of the state of 
New Jersey ($549 billion).48

 n The DoD’s portion of national security spending 
in 2014 ($496 billion) is slightly more than the 
GDP of Georgia ($476 billion).

 n In 2014, Americans spent more on winter holidays 
($616 billion) than on national defense, including 
operations in Afghanistan ($603 billion).49

 n According to one projection, by 2017 Americans will 
spend $100 billion more on entertainment ($632 
billion) than on national security ($536 billion).50

 n Americans spend about as much on mother’s Day 
gifts ($21.2 billion) as on the entire U.S. marine 
Corps ($24 billion).51

48. U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis, Broad Growth Across States in 2014, June 10, 2015,  
http://www.bea.gov/newsreleases/regional/gdp_state/gsp_newsrelease.htm (accessed July 31, 2015), and U.S. Office of Management and 
Budget, Historical Tables, Table 5-4.

49. National Retail Federation, “Holiday Spending Totals,” http://research.nrffoundation.com/Default.aspx?pg=9039 (accessed July 31, 2015), 
and U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 247–248, Table 7-1.

50. Meg James, “Global Spending for Media and Entertainment Rise Steadily,” Los Angeles Times, June 5, 2013,  
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/envelope/cotown/la-fi-ct-media-pwc-20130605-story.html (accessed July 31, 2015), and Amy 
Belasco, “Defense Spending and the Budget Control Act Limits,” Congressional Research Service CRS Report, July 22, 2015,  
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R44039.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

51. National Retail Federation, “Holiday Spending Totals,” and U.S. Department of the Navy, “FY 2016 Department of the Navy (DoN) President’s 
Budget (PB) Summary,” February 2, 2015, http://www.secnav.navy.mil/fmc/fmb/Documents/16pres/DON_PB_OVERVIEW.pdf  
(accessed July 31, 2015).
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CHART 2

Source: U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, March 2015, pp. 252–253, Table 7–2,
http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY16_Green_Book.pdf (accessed July 29, 2015).
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 n Americans pay more for wasted energy ($443 billion) 
than for the combined 2015 budgets of the Army, 
Navy, Air Force, and marine Corps ($406 billion).52

These comparisons are helpful only to a degree. The 
spending choices of free citizens are very different from 
the federal government’s ability to tax, borrow, and spend.

U.S. Economic Reliance 
on International Trade

International trade plays a vital role in the U.S. 
economy. In 2013, the U.S. exported goods and 
services totaled $2.3 trillion, roughly 13 percent 
of U.S. GDP.53 According to one study, 38 million 
American jobs are connected to international 

52. Katherine Muniz, “20 Ways Americans Are Blowing Their Money,” USA Today, March 24, 2014,  
http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/personalfinance/2014/03/24/20-ways-we-blow-our-money/6826633/ (accessed August 12, 2015), 
and U.S. Office of the Undersecretary of Defense (Comptroller), “Fiscal Year 2016 Budget Request,” February 2015,  
http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY2016_Budget_Request.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

53. Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, “Benefits of Trade,” https://ustr.gov/about-us/benefits-trade (accessed July 31, 2015).

CHART 3

Sources: U.S. O�ce of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Years 2014–2015: Summary Tables (Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Publishing O�ce, 2013, 2014, and 2015), Tables S-10 and S-11, http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionGPO.action? 
collectionCode=BUDGET (accessed August 27, 2015), and Heritage Foundation research.

While U.S. Cuts Defense Spending, World Becomes More Dangerous
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trade.54 According to the organization for eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (oeCD), 
90 percent of world trade by volume travels by 
sea.55 U.S. foreign trade accounted for 15 percent 
of the global total of sea-borne trade in 2011.56 
much of that sea-borne trade travels through 
choke points, such as the Strait of Hormuz and the 
Panama Canal.

The importance of international trade to the U.S. 
economy is one reason that the U.S. maintains the 
ability to project military power around the world. 
A conflict in the South China Sea or an attempt to 

blockade the Strait of Hormuz would significantly 
harm the U.S. and its allies.

U.S. Defense Spending  
and World Events

Since the implementation of the budget Control 
Act in 2011, the base budget for national security has 
been cut by 15 percent in real dollars. If overseas 
operations are included, the national security budget 
has dropped by 25 percent. While U.S. national secu-
rity spending is declining, the threats around the 
world are increasing and proliferating.

What Are Other Countries Doing?
While the United States is dramatically cutting 

national security spending, other countries are not 
necessarily following along. one helpful way to look 
at defense spending of other countries is by region.

Chart 5 is in inflation-adjusted dollars, so flat 
lines mean steady spending over time. The chart 
clearly shows that military spending is rising in cer-
tain countries. China’s military spending is increas-
ing dramatically. According to one estimate, China’s 
inflation-adjusted military spending has increased 
by more than 300 percent from 2001 to 2014. rus-
sia is also on a clearly upward trend. From 2001 to 
2014, russia’s inflation-adjusted military spending 
went up by over 170 percent.57 budget data on Iran 
are tricky, but the available data seem to indicate 
increased spending. At the same time, American 
allies in europe and Asia are not increasing their 
military spending in real terms. The only friendly 
country that is increasing its military spending is 
Saudi Arabia, probably in response to Iran.

What Should the U.S. Spend?
The U.S. national security budget should be based 

on the answers to three key questions: What vital 
interests must America protect, what are the threats 
against those interests, and then how best can Amer-
ica protect those interests from the threats? While a 

54. Business Roundtable, “How the U.S. Economy Benefits from International Trade and Investment,” [2013],  
http://businessroundtable.org/sites/default/files/legacy/uploads/general/BRT_State_Studies_-_US_Total.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

55. Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, “Trade Costs,” http://www.oecd.org/tad/benefitlib/trade-costs.htm  
(accessed July 31, 2015).

56. U.S. Department of Transportation, “2011 U.S. Water Transportation Statistical Snapshot,” November 2013,  
http://www.marad.dot.gov/wp-content/uploads/pdf/US_Water_Transportation_Statistical_snapshot.pdf (accessed July 31, 2015).

57. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,  
http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database (accessed July 31, 2015).

CHART 4

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI 
Military Expenditure Database, http://www.sipri.org/research/
armaments/milex/milex_database (accessed July 31, 2015).

In three years, the U.S. has cut defense spending 
by nearly one-fifth, while China and Russia have 
increased defense spending by nearly one-third.
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Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, 
http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database (accessed July 31, 2015).

Defense Spending Not a High Priority 
Among U.S. Allies

Across the globe, two nations—Russia and China—stand out 
for their rapid increases in military spending. Since 2001, Russia 
has increased military spending by 170 percent, after adjusting 
for inflation, while military spending in China has more than 
quadrupled. These increases coincide with their aggressive 
actions in their regions, such as Russia’s invasions of Georgia in 
2008 and Crimea in 2014, and China’s persistent e�orts to 
project power across the South China Sea.

Meanwhile, defense spending among major U.S. allies such as 
the U.K., Germany, France, and Japan has largely stagnated. The 
only U.S. ally to make significant increases is Saudi Arabia, 
largely as a response to recent developments in Iran.

DEFENSE SPENDING, IN 2011 DOLLARS
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full discussion of these questions is outside the scope 
of this paper, answers to the third question lead 
directly to a national security budget.

one answer to the third question is that Ameri-
ca needs a military capable of fighting and winning 
two major regional contingencies. both The Heritage 
Foundation’s 2016 Index of U.S. Military Strength and 
the 2014 report of the bipartisan National Defense 
Panel conclude that this is the right concept for 
building the U.S. military.58 The Index assessed that 
the U.S. does not currently have the military force 
to do this and that the current U.S. military capabil-
ity is only “marginal.”59 The Index also assessed the 
global threat level as “elevated” and concluded that 
the threats from China and russia are “high” and the 
threat from North Korea is “severe.”

For FY 2016, a Heritage Foundation paper recom-
mended spending $584 billion on national security, 4 
percent above the President’s request of $561 billion60 
and 7 percent above the bipartian budget Act cap of 
$548 billion.61 even at $584 billion, national security 
is not fully funded. It will take a number of years of 
strong budgets to restore America’s military power.

Conclusion
The debate about the U.S. national security bud-

get often devolves into issues that are not actually 
relevant to U.S. national security. Comparing U.S. 
fleet size or military budgets against other countries 
is an interesting analytical exercise, but not a ratio-
nal basis for budget determinations. many of these 
arguments do not make sense upon closer inspection.

Instead, the U.S. should build its national security 
budget based on a coherent strategy that realistical-
ly assesses the threats to the nation and its commit-
ments and interests abroad.
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Defense Budgeting Policy in the Douglas and Sarah 
Allison Center for Foreign and National Security Policy, 
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