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 A Militarized Budget 

The United States is the single biggest military spender in the world. This report takes note of 

that fact, and ties U.S. military spending – which is primarily focused on current and potential 

conflicts abroad – to its analog here at home: spending on veterans of foreign wars, incarceration, 

immigration enforcement, and the war on drugs.  

In 2016, the militarized budget amounted to 64 percent of discretionary spending. 

U.S. military spending, traditionally defined, was $618 billion in 2016. Studies that seek to define 

a “national security” budget – which includes the military, and also veterans’ affairs, homeland 

security, and similar expenses – can easily arrive at estimates approaching or exceeding $1 trillion 

per year.1 That amount is roughly equal to the entire U.S. discretionary budget. 

This report defines a different, but related, concept: the militarized budget. In recognition that 

the U.S. maintains both the world’s highest military spending, and one of its highest 

incarceration rates, the militarized budget includes the traditional military budget, as well as 

spending on veterans’ affairs, homeland security, incarceration, law enforcement, immigration 

enforcement, and the still-ongoing war on drugs. 

                                                           

 

 

1
 Mandy Smithberger. “America’s $1 Trillion National Security Budget.” Retrieved April 3, 2017 from 

http://www.pogo.org/straus/issues/defense-budget/2016/americas-1-trillion-national-security-budget.html. 
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The U.S. Military Budget 

The United States has a military budget that is greater than the next seven countries combined: 

more than rivals like China and Russia, and more than allies like Saudi Arabia, the United 

Kingdom, and France. 

 

At $618.8 billion in 2016, military spending accounted for more than 53 percent of the federal 

discretionary budget – the budget that Congress sets each year during its annual appropriations 

process. 
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The Militarized Budget 

The militarized budget includes discretionary spending on the traditional military budget, as well 

as veterans’ affairs, homeland security, and law enforcement and incarceration. In 2016, the 

militarized budget totaled $741.3 billion – amounting to 64 percent of discretionary spending. 

The biggest category of militarized spending by far was the Department of Defense, accounting 

for 79 percent of the total, followed by Veteran’s Affairs.  

Nevertheless, the non-traditional segments of the militarized budget added tens of billions in 

spending. Together, U.S. Customs and Border Protection and U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement accounted for $17.7 billion – more than the budgets for Head Start ($9 billion), the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency ($10.8 billion) or the Environmental Protection Agency 

($8.6 billion). 
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Militarized Budget, 2016   

Department of Defense $585.2 billion 

Department of Veterans Affairs $70.2 billion 

Department of Homeland Security $35.4 billion 

U.S. Customs and Border Protection $11.7 billion 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement $6.0 billion 

Atomic energy defense activities $19.1 billion 

International security assistance $13.3 billion 

Department of Justice $9.9 billion 

Federal Prison System $7.3 billion 

Federal Prisoner Detention $1.3 billion 

Federal Bureau of Investigation $3.4 billion 

Defense-related activities $7.5 billion 

Federal Drug Control Programs $289 million 

Other Defense Civil Programs $212 million 

Total $741.3 billion 

Source: FY 2017 President’s Budget Request, National Priorities Project 

Changing Priorities 

Some things have stayed the same: since 1976, the militarized budget has always been larger 

than the non-militarized budget, though the gap widened substantially during the 1980s. 
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But some things have changed dramatically. Federal prison funding has increased since 1976 by 

more than ten times, a period during which the number of federal prisoners increased by more 

than six times.  

 

Federal spending on immigration and border control has skyrocketed, too: 
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A More Militarized Future? 

An America where more than 64 percent of our annual discretionary budget is spent on the 

military, incarceration, immigration and law enforcement may give some Americans pause.  

The budget proposals put forth by President Trump would intensify this distribution of resources. 

President Trump’s proposals include a 10% increase in military spending, as well as new spending 

on border control (including a wall), deportation and removal of undocumented immigrants, and 

smaller increases for the FBI, drug enforcement, and prison activation and “modernization.” 

On the non-militarized side, the president’s proposals call for severe cuts to everything from 

education to health care and housing.2 

A recent poll showed that majorities of both Republicans and Democrats opposed increases to 

military spending, and preferred lower levels of spending on Homeland Security – which includes 

immigration control – than the president proposed.3  

The United States is overdue for a conversation about the militarization of our federal budget. 

                                                           

 

 

2
 Office of Management and Budget. “America First: A Budget Blueprint to Make America Great Again.” Accessed 

April 3, 2017 from https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/omb/budget/fy2018/2018_blueprint.pdf. 
3
 Christopher Ingraham, “The public wants a budget that looks very different from Trump’s.” The Washington Post. 

March 24, 2017. Accessed 4/3/2017 from https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/03/24/the-public-
wants-a-budget-that-looks-very-different-from-trumps/?utm_term=.b46e280a63e6. 


