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13. Military expenditure
Overview

World military expenditure is estimated to have been $1676 billion in 2015, rep-
resenting 2.3 per cent of global gross domestic product or $228 per person (see 
section I and the tables referred to in section VI of this chapter). Total global 
expenditure in 2015 was about 1.0 per cent higher in real terms than in 2014.

Military expenditure continued to fall in North America and Western Europe 
in 2015, albeit at a slower pace than in previous years. Spending also fell in Latin 
America and Africa, in the latter case reversing many years of increases. By 
contrast, military expenditure continued to rise in Asia and Oceania, Eastern 
Europe and those countries in the Middle East for which data is available. 

The sharp fall in the price of oil, which began in late 2014, led to correspond-
ingly sharp falls in military spending in several oil-producing countries that 
had been increasing such spending rapidly in recent years when oil prices were 
high. Although spending rises continued in some other oil-producing countries, 
it was often at a slower pace than in previous years and with the expectation 
of falling spending in 2016. Thus, the oil-fuelled boom in non-Western military 
expenditure appears to be coming to an end.

Military spending by the United States continued to fall in 2015, but there are 
signs that the decreases are coming to an end. The USA’s defence budget and 
national defence outlays are projected to rise in 2016 (see section II).

Chinese military spending grew again in 2015, roughly in line with economic 
growth (see section III). The 2015 Chinese defence white paper on military 
strategy presented a fairly negative view of the geopolitical security environ-
ment. It signalled an expansion of China’s military ambitions, especially in the 
maritime domain, and a shift in the focus of the defence strategy from land to 
sea. The Chinese Government made major eff orts to tackle corruption in the 
military in 2015, including the arrest of numerous senior military offi  cers and 
offi  cials.

Section IV examines the opportunity costs of military expenditure in terms 
of spending on human, social and economic development. Trends in spending 
on the military, health and education since 1995 are compared, fi nding that 
a majority of countries have increased health and education spending, while 
reducing military spending. However, the trend in some states in the Middle 
East and Eastern Europe has gone in the opposite direction. A growing majority 
of countries spend more on health than on military spending, but states in the 
Middle East, along with many oil-revenue dependent states in other regions, 
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tend to be exceptions. There is no apparent correlation between trends in coun-
tries’ spending on the military and their spending on health.

A number of studies have considered the cost of achieving the various Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs), which were adopted by the United Nations 
in 2015. These studies are discussed in section IV, and the sums compared to 
the level of global military spending, to assess how much could be achieved if a 
proportion of world military spending were redirected to the SDGs. SDG 4 on 
education could be comfortably achieved at a cost of well under 10 per cent of 
annual global military spending, while eliminating extreme poverty and hunger 
(SDGs 1 and 2) would cost around or just over 10 per cent. Notably, a little less 
than half the world’s annual military spending would be suffi  cient to meet the 
majority of those SDGs for which additional economic resources are a central 
requirement.

Section V discusses and presents data on national responses to the UN 
reporting instrument on military spending, fi nding a continued decrease in the 
reporting rate.

Section VI provides a brief introduction to the nature and purpose of SIPRI 
military expenditure data. Previous editions of the SIPRI Yearbook have 
included tables of military expenditure by country. This year, however, these 
are omitted, and readers are directed to SIPRI’s freely available online Military 
Expenditure Database at: <www.sipri.org/databases/milex>. Readers are also 
referred to the website for details of the sources and methods used in producing 
SIPRI military expenditure data.
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