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President Obama recently outlined his proposal 
for the federal government’s fiscal year (Fy) 

2017 budget. Congress is now debating what their 
2017 budget should be, and one of the central ques-
tions is the appropriate level of defense spending.

a diverse array of threats over the past year has 
intensified the debate about national defense spend-
ing, making the question of what the correct amount 
of spending should be all the more pressing. The best 
way to approach this question is by examining amer-
ica’s vital interests and the threats against them, 
and then determining what investments ought to be 
made to secure those interests.

America’s Vital Interests
america’s vital interests have been outlined in 

various strategic documents, and there is room for 
some disagreement, but three vital interests are 
fairly consistent over time and have bipartisan sup-
port.1 The first vital interest is the protection of 
america’s people and homeland. Threats against 
america’s people and homeland are rising, includ-
ing from North Korean nuclear weapons and long-
range missiles, the prospect of a nuclear-armed 
Iran, attacks—direct and indirect—from ISIS, and 
nation-state sponsored cyber-attacks. each of these 

requires a different set of responses, but all threaten 
the american people and homeland.

The second vital interest is the prevention of seri-
ous conflict in key regions of europe, the Middle 
east, and asia, and to be able to win in war should a 
conflict arise in spite of preventive efforts. Threats in 
these regions are rising. russia continues to threaten 
european stability. The Middle east faces a range of 
security threats. China and North Korea both pose 
threats in asia. Preventing serious conflict in these 
regions, besides the obvious humanitarian reasons, 
is a major concern for the u.S. because major conflict 
in these regions has negative security and economic 
consequences for america.

The third vital interest is the protection of access 
to the global commons of sea, air, and space. The pro-
tection of these commons enables americans, along 
with everyone else, to freely trade and transport 
goods and resources. The threat to the global com-
mons is most easily seen at sea. a significant portion 
of global trade transits through key chokepoints like 
the Strait of Hormuz. Conflict in the South China 
Sea could pose a risk to the 25 percent of global trade 
that travels through that region.2 a threat to the 
global commons would cause significant economic 
damage and impact american citizens.

America’s Weakening Military
american vital interests face growing challenges, 

but what does that mean for the national defense 
budget? a strong military is not possible without 
strong funding, but funding should not be added 
recklessly. every dollar spent on defense should be 
spent carefully. To ensure this, Congress should 
continue to exercise strong oversight.3
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The u.S. military is charged with defend-
ing america’s vital interests, but according to the 
2016 Index of U.S. Military Strength, it is having an 
increasingly more difficult time doing this.4 Sus-
tained budget cuts and continued demand for forces 
have stretched the military thin. The u.S. can dis-
suade many of the threats it faces with other instru-
ment of national power (e.g., diplomatic engagement 
or economic initiatives) and a credible ability to 
project military power. The current budget trajec-
tory, however, is leading to a smaller and less capable 
military. In short, the u.S. will have less ability to 
deter potential adversaries or defeat them in battle 
should deterrence fail. Potential threats to u.S. vital 
interests are likely to become realities.

The size of the u.S. military is one of the prima-
ry drivers of the defense budget. Over the past few 
decades, a series of reviews have looked at how big 
the military should be and concluded that the u.S. 
military should be big enough to handle two major 
regional conflicts simultaneously. Whether two 
such conflicts are likely to occur at the same time or 
not, the ability to handle one while having sufficient 
power left to handle another deters potential ene-
mies from trying to exploit a situation where the u.S. 
is deeply engaged in a key region. It also reflects the 
size of force needed to defend u.S. security interests 
around the world against a disparate array of chal-
lenges that aggregate to the same scale of challenge 
seen during the Cold War. The size of a military 

needed for adequate defense has not appreciably 
changed since the 1950s, but recent budget cuts have 
led to a smaller military nonetheless.

The goal, then, is to build a military that is stron-
ger, larger, and more prepared than today’s mili-
tary. This will not be accomplished overnight; it will 
require years of strong funding and focus from the 
White House and Congress.

A Strong Defense Budget 
in Blueprint for Balance

For Fy 2017, as proposed in the “blueprint for 
balance,” Congress should fund the base national 
defense budget at no less than $600 billion.5 This 
level would be 9 percent higher than President 
Obama’s Fy 2017 request of $551 billion and 5 per-
cent higher than the level proposed for 2017 in the 
last Congressional budget. However, this is still well 
below the $649 billion for 2017 proposed by former 
Secretary of Defense robert Gates and endorsed by 
the bipartisan National Defense Panel.6

When Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) 
funding is added, the national defense budget should 
be no less than $661 billion for Fy 2017.7 This is a sig-
nificant amount of money, but still well below his-
torical levels as a percent of gross domestic product 
(GDP) or as a percent of total federal spending. If 
President Obama’s budget is enacted, defense will 
represent the smallest portion of the government’s 
budget since before World War II, and the smallest 
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percent of GDP since 9/11. as seen in Chart 1, Pres-
idents as diverse as Clinton, reagan, and Carter 
all spent proportionally more on defense. Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter spent an average of 4.7 percent 
of GDP on national defense. In 2017, 4.7 percent of 
GDP would be over $900 billion. President ronald 
reagan spent an average of 5.8 percent of GDP on 
national defense. For 2017, that would represent $1.1 
trillion on national defense. In short, as a percent of 
the government spending or total economy, the u.S. 
has not spent so little on national defense since the 
end of World War II.

as outlined in the “blueprint for balance,” the 
defense budget should be increased in a fiscally 
responsible manner. National defense is a clear con-
stitutional priority and should be funded before other 
programs and agencies. Non-defense discretionary 
spending should be cut in order to increase national 
defense without increasing the deficit. balancing the 
federal budget in a reasonable time frame, reform-
ing entitlement programs, and increasing the defense 
budget can be done. The choices are not easy, but 
making them is important for the sake of our country.

Next Steps
Instead of accepting the lower defense budget level 

proposed by President Obama, Congress should:

 ■ Recognize the growing threats to U.S. vital 
interests. Without american action, these 
threats are likely to have serious negative effects 
on the u.S.

 ■ Increase the national defense budget to no 
less than $600 billion for FY 2017. Overseas 
contingency operations should also be fully fund-
ed. While a strong defense budget alone is not 
enough to keep the u.S. safe, a weak defense bud-
get leads to a weak military and invites further 
provocations from our enemies.

 ■ Reduce non-defense discretionary spending to 
cover the increased defense budget. Simultane-
ously increasing defense and non-defense spending 
is bad policy. Only the federal government can “pro-
vide for the common defense” and national defense 
should be prioritized over other programs.

Cold War (1947–1991)
Reagan (1982–1989)

Carter (1978–1981)
H.W. Bush (1990–1993)

Past 40 years (1976–2015)
G.W. Bush (2002–2009)

Gates 2017 proposal
Blueprint for Balance
Clinton (1994–2001)
Obama 2017 request

$1,385
$1,132

$917
$898

$839
$761

$699
$661

$624
$610

CHART 1

Notes: Figures have been rounded. Years shown are fiscal years.
Sources: U.S. O�ce of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2012: Analytical Perspectives (Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Publishing O�ce, 2011), Table 32–1, http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BUDGET-2012-PER/pdf/BUDGET-2012-PER-1-7-1.pdf 
(accessed February 25, 2016); U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2016, pp. 264–266, Table 7–7, 
http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY16_Green_Book.pdf (accessed February 25, 2016); U.S. O�ce of 
Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2017: Summary Tables (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Publishing 
O�ce, 2016), Tables S–10 and S–11, http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BUDGET-2012-PER/pdf/BUDGET-2012-PER-1-7-1.pdf (accessed February 25, 
2016); and The Heritage Foundation, “Blueprint for Balance: A Federal Budget for 2017,” February 23, 2016, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/02/a-blueprint-for-balance-a-federal-budget-for-2017. 

AVERAGE ANNUAL DEFENSE SPENDING IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS, 
CALCULATED AS PERCENTAGE OF GDP APPLIED TO 2017 GDP PROJECTION

Blueprint for Balance Increases Defense Budget, Remains Below Historical Averages
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Conclusion
The u.S. faces growing security threats and 

a weakening military. Congress should take the 
constitutional responsibility of providing for the 
common defense seriously, and the first step is to 
increase funding for national defense in Fy 2017.
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Defense Budgeting Policy in the Douglas and Sarah 
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