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The administration has announced we will spend $525 billion in the 
next fiscal year on the Department of Defense, a dramatic reduction 
from the planned budget of $571 billion introduced just a year ago.  
 
Future cuts will be more severe. Cuts of over $1 trillion over the next 
decade are required to meet the deficit targets in the debt ceiling 
agreement of 2011. Even though the Secretary of Defense warns—
rightfully—that going forward with somewhat more than half of these 
cuts under what is known as sequestration, would devastate our 
national security. 
 
But why are others claiming we have nothing to worry about? For 
example, Larry Korb of the Center for American Progress writes in the 
New York Times that the projected cuts are only half of previous draw-
downs so nothing to worry about. One CNN anchor claimed because 
the super committee in Congress failed to come up with an alternative 
spending plan, the Department of Defense “deserved to be cut” even if 
it made no sense! 
 
Many believe we cut our defense budgets a lot more after the wars in 
Korea and Vietnam and especially after the Cold War. So now that we 
are out of Iraq and leaving Afghanistan, we have nothing to worry 
about, and the cuts are just what Goldilocks wanted:  “Just about 
right”.  
 
Right?  
 
No. Wrong. Let me explain. 
 
Just prior to the Korean War, we were spending $12 billion a year on 
defense. A decade later, when John Kennedy was elected President, 
we were spending $43 billion, a whopping 387% increase. Now it is 
true at the peak of the Korean War we spent $44 billion but the war 
was over in 1953. Wars use up military equipment, and modernization 



and refurbishment were necessary. On top of which President 
Eisenhower’s defense policy—called “New Look”--- emphasized 
building up nuclear deterrence. That cost money. 
 
Now what about Vietnam? We were spending $50 billion or half the 
Federal budget on defense prior to the war. By 1975, when the war 
was over, the US was spending $90 billion a year. Spending on 
Vietnam did peak at $82.5 billion in 1969, but even as we withdrew 
from Vietnam we needed to modernize, especially to pay for a new all-
volunteer military.  
 
By 1980, the US was spending $134 billion on defense, some 75% 
greater than what we were spending in 1973, the trough of spending in 
the post-Vietnam era. But despite this, our military became known as 
a “Hollow Army” because we still did not spend the necessary 
amounts on modernization and sustainment and maintenance.     
 
The Reagan modernization plan began in 1981 and defense spending 
peaked at $299 billion right at the end of the Cold War. We signed 
major arms control agreements with the Soviet Union, including a 
Conventional Forces Europe agreement which cut Warsaw Pact and 
Soviet conventional forces some 70%. And we signed two major 
nuclear arms reduction treaties, INF and START, which reduced Soviet 
nuclear weapons by 8000.   
 
Thus we could actually reduce defense spending to $265 billion a year 
by 1996. But needed modernization brought defense spending back to 
$304 billion a year by 2000. Overall, the post-Cold War defense 
budgets over a decade were some $204 billion less than what would 
have been spent if the 1990 spending level had simply continued. That 
was a 5.5% cut. Keep that number in mind.  
 
Instead of cutting back on the costs of the wars—which we are 
doing—we are also doubling-down on the cuts and wiping out our base 
force capabilities. For example, if you straight-line what we are 
spending now, $525 billion for FY12, to meet the new budget cut goals, 
defense would have to be cut at least twenty percent. Is this any way 
to run a railroad?  



 
The cut could approach 26% if future modest increases do not 
materialize. And adjusted for inflation, the reduction could be fully one-
third of all investment funds.  
 
The Department of Defense says 55% the cuts could be from 
investment accounts. That means the base of $218 billion in weapons 
acquisition and technology RDT&E gets cut 38%.  
 
However, at the same, operations, maintenance and personnel costs, 
especially health care, continue to rise.  
 
Compare these cuts of 26%-37% in the investment accounts, and 30% 
overall, (depending upon assumptions about future growth in the out-
years) to defense spending after Korea and a 292% increase in 
defense; the post-Vietnam era and a 70% increase in defense; and in 
the ten-year period after the Cold War peak of a cut of 5.5%.   

  

Korea Vietnam Cold War Now 

Year In 
Billions 

Year In 
Billions 

Year In 
Billions 

Year 
In Billion 

1951 12.0 1965 50.6 1980 134.0 2012 525.0 

1953 43.0 1969 82.6 1990 299.3 2017 445.0 

1956 35.6 1973 76.7 1996 265.7 2021 472.0 

1960 41.3 1979 134.0 2001 304.7     
10 Year  

(1951-60) +292.0% 
10 Year  

(1969-79) +63.0% 
10 Year  

(1990-2000) +2.0% 10 Year Investment 
-20.0% - 
36.0% 

            
10 Year Overall 

DOD -30% 

Peak to Trough 
-18.0% 

Peak to Trough 
-7.0% 

Peak to Trough 
-11.0% 

Peak to Trough 
(includes OCO) *-30% 

 

10 Year   Peak to Trough 

Korea  +292.0%  Korea  -18.0% 

Vietnam +63.0%  Vietnam -7.0% 

Cold War  +2%  Cold War  -11.0% 

Projected  -20.0% - 36.0%  Projected  *-30% 
 

* Assumes no growth in FY 2017-FY2021 Budget 



And for the record, nonsensical comparisons to what “others” spend 
does not take into account the much higher personnel costs we incur, 
and the security responsibilities we have, especially extended 
deterrence. We are after all the leader of the Free World. 
 
Even more astounding, the sequestration cuts cannot count any 
savings from our withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan. For example, if 
you straight line the current $118 billion a year we are now spending 
for Afghanistan and Iraq, you then get $1.18 trillion over the ten year 
“fixed” or current services baseline which CBO uses. But the 
administration calculated we will actually spend probably $300-400 
billion, or an $800-900 billion cut from today’s level of spending. But 
that cannot be counted toward the sequestration goals.  
 
And it does not account for our adversaries such as China that do not 
include in their official spending totals much of their military costs 
including their nuclear modernization work.  
 
In the past 75 years, since World War II, such reckless reductions as 
are now required have never happened before. Secretary Panetta is 
dead right.  
 
Although we have withdrawn from Iraq, threats have not gone away. 
Iran and North Korea remain serious WMD proliferation threats with 
hegemonic intent. Egypt and Libya may fall into the orbit of the terror 
masters, further threatening the Middle East. Russia and China are 
modernizing their military—rapidly, while aiding Iran. Moscow just 
shipped a boat load of weapons to Syria. And Venezuela arms in 
cooperation with Iran.  And piracy and cyber threats to our security 
grow.  
 
True, we have no responsible long-term fiscal reform package. 
However, it is the height of irresponsibility, having failed in such an 
endeavor, to put on the backs of our military men and women drastic 
cuts in military modernization and investment, cuts that have never 
before been attempted in the post World War II era, cuts that will 
prevent the most modern of technology to be available to our soldiers, 



and as a result, jeopardize our security, demoralize our allies, and 
embolden our adversaries.  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


