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KEY TAKEAWAYS

President Trump has indicated that
he plans to propose an FY 2027
defense budget that would approach
defense spending levels under Ronald
Reagan in the 1980s.

This spending will need to be focused on
expanding capacity in ships, planes, and
munitions and procurement of greater
numbers of existing platforms.

The U.S. can also accelerate development
of next-generation capabilities by increas-
ing funding for the B-21, F-47, F/A-XX,
strategic deterrent, and Golden Dome.

resident Donald Trump has announced in a
social media post that he intends to request a
$1.5 trillion defense budget for fiscal year (FY)
2027, explaining that the roughly 50 percent increase
over last year’s budget is necessary to build a U.S. military
thatis capable of defending America’s national interests.!
In current dollars, this is certainly the highest the
defense budget has ever been, but inflation affects
defense budgets just as much as it does groceries or
housing, and comparing dollars that are not adjusted
for inflation is generally unhelpful in analyzing annual
defense spending over time.? A far more useful mea-
sure is defense spending as a percentage of gross
domestic product (GDP). For comparison, in the 1950s
and 1960s the United States spent up to 10 percent of
GDP on defense spending, and in the 1980s, we spent
around 6 percent to 7 percent of GDP on defense.?

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at https://report.heritage.org/ib5405
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Since the end of the Cold War, U.S. defense spending has dropped to
between 3 percent and 4 percent of GDP even as the U.S. military has
continued to be tasked with worldwide deployments. A higher and higher
percentage of that spending has gone toward operations and maintenance,
personnel, and research and development with spending on procurement
receiving far less than it should. As a result, our men and women in uniform
in many cases are using dated systems, and we are not fielding sufficient
numbers of ships, planes, and munitions—the hardware necessary for
military power.

President Trump’s $1.5 trillion budget would increase defense spending
to approximately 5 percent of GDP, which is still below the budgets under
President Ronald Reagan but a massive funding increase for the U.S. mili-
tary. With this increase, the U.S. would exceed the defense spending goal set
by the Hague Summit in 2025, leap back to the forefront of the U.S. alliance
network in spending as a percentage of GDP, and become roughly on par
with Poland and the Baltic States in this metric.

A spending increase of this size will need substantial oversight to ensure
targeted, strategic investments and to prevent waste, fraud, and abuse. In
particular, Congress will need to be held to account to ensure that appro-
priations increases do not reflect parochial interests instead of military
necessities. The national debt is also a national security concern, and the
increase in defense spending will need to be fiscally responsible, ideally with
money saved elsewhere in the federal budget. New spending needs to be
focused on the U.S. military’s most pressing needs with funding prioritized
for ships, planes, munitions, the strategic deterrent, infrastructure in the
Indo-Pacific, and missile defense.* President Trump’s flagship initiatives
like Golden Dome and the Golden Fleet fit neatly within these categories
and will deserve substantial allocations of funding,.

Spending by Category

Air Force. For aircraft, this is an opportunity to expand the total pro-
curement numbers of the B-21 bomber. The world watched with amazement
in the summer of 2025 as the U.S. Air Force executed Operation Midnight
Hammer—a feat accomplished using our fleet of just 19 B-2 bombers. The
B-21Raider is the replacement for the B-2 with upgraded capabilities, and
the U.S. is already planning to procure 100 of them. The Air Force should
request a far higher total procurement number, aiming instead for a fleet
of 250 or even 300 B-21s.° This bomber is an incredible strategic asset that
gives pause to potential adversaries and, if built in sufficient quantities,
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could well deter China from starting a war over Taiwan for another gen-
eration. Expanded orders of F-35 fighter aircraft to at least 75 a year also

makes sense.® Another reasonable investment would be a cash infusion for

the F-47 program to speed up delivery timelines.

Navy. The Navy has made some very poor procurement decisions over
the years and stands out as perhaps the worst performer among the services
in terms of modernization programs in the 21st century. Sea power, however,
is essential to American security and prosperity, and the Navy needs to fix
itself. President Trump has made this a personal priority, and Navy leadership
cannot afford to allow the new frigate program or battleship program to fail.
Naval Sea Systems Command (NAVSEA) needs to be given strict parame-
ters so that it will not overload the new ships with requirements and not be
allowed to add requirements after construction starts. The submarine indus-
trial base also needs a cash infusion with expanded piers for construction and
maintenance as well as an order for three Virginia-class submarines per year.

If the Navy is feeling truly inspired, it could use this opportunity for a
block buy of ships for the rest of the decade, doubling or tripling its planned
purchases of attack submarines, destroyers, and frigates in FY 2027.” Using
this increase to complete the funding of the next two Ford-class carriers
would also be appropriate. The Navy needs to take this opportunity to
reverse the decline in the number of total battleforce ships in recent years
and simultaneously send a massive demand signal to the shipbuilding
industry through large increases in ship orders.

Air Force and Navy. It is always tempting to focus on combat capa-
bilities, but the Air Force and Navy need to remember to make major
investments in their workhorse logistics platforms that enable day-to-day
power projection. Airlift, sealift, and fueling platforms have been neglected
in procurement for far too long, and it would be a major mistake for the Navy
and the Air Force not to take this opportunity to massively expand the pro-
curement of, for example, KC-46 tankers, C-17s, and supply and transport
ships. In line with the recommendations from The Heritage Foundation
Special Report “TIDALWAVE: Strategic Exploitation and Sustainment in a
U.S.-China Conflict,” which evaluates in detail the logistical requirements
of a potential protracted conflict with China, Congress should authorize
and appropriate funds for an additional (at a minimum) 15 T-AKE dry cargo
vessels and an additional 20 replenishment oilers.?

Army. The Army should stake its claim for relevance in the Indo-Pa-
cific by expanding the number of Multi-Domain Task Force (MDTF) units
beyond five, funding an additional two MDTFs in one budget. Both new
MDTFs should be planned for permanent stationing in the Indo-Pacific
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from the start.® The existing MDTFs and any new MDTFs need much deeper
magazine depth to carry out their deterrence mission effectively, and the
Army will need large block buys of SM-6, PrSM, and Tomahawk missiles to
equip them. Additionally, the Army should take this opportunity to accel-
erate its artillery modernization program, investing money and finalizing
requirements for the Self-Propelled Howitzer Modernization Program.
Emerging technologies in autonomous systems and C-UAS are important
and will doubtless receive plenty of funding, but the U.S. Army also needs
to keep its global edge in the traditional components of ground combat:
infantry, armor, and artillery. In short, the Army should stake its claim in
the new budget by requesting substantial funding for its next generation of
artillery and large block buys of precision-guided munitions.

Marine Corps. The Marine Corps has rightly focused its efforts on the
Indo-Pacific through Force Design 2030' and its investments on what it
would need for littoral combat operations in theater. Much of what the
Marine Corps needs to be effective in the Indo-Pacific is the procurement
of additional amphibious ships to get Marines to the fight. The Department
of the Navy needs to finalize the design requirements for and accelerate con-
struction of the Landing Ship Medium (LSM). Additionally, the Navy needs
to fund two aviation support logistics ships to replace its aging Wright-class
ships, which already are operating past their expected service life."

Strategic Deterrent and Missile Defense. The strategic deterrent
and missile defense are critical in this new era of great-power competition
and the proliferation of missile technology among our adversaries, but
core components of our strategic deterrent are woefully outdated. The
Trump Administration has already recognized this need and made some
key investments in the FY 2026 defense budget, especially through the One
Big Beautiful Bill Act. Further funding for the Sentinel missile program
and the Columbia-class ballistic missile submarine will be needed in the
expanded budget.!> The Golden Dome project, an inspired transformation
of how the U.S. thinks about deterrence and continental defense, will also
require continued support.

FMS and FMF. Internationally (and outside the NDAA but still rele-
vant), foreign military sales (FMS) and foreign military financing (FMF)
should be in line with the priorities of the Trump Administration’s National
Security Strategy with priority given to deterring China and defending the
homeland. To deter China, FMS and FMF should be prioritized for Taiwan,
Japan, the Philippines, and Australia, and these four countries should be
moved to the front of the line for deliveries and, in particular, financing
of the munitions needed to deter China. Both the executive branch and
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Congress should clearly state that these countries are to receive priority in
FMS and FMF in FY 2027 and thereafter. New financing and sales, as well
as donations of excess equipment, should be directed to key partners and
allies in the Western Hemisphere like Colombia, Guyana, Argentina, Ecua-
dor, Chile, and the countries of the Caribbean with a focus on the ground
combat systems, small arms, and drones needed to combat cartels and gangs.
Funding for the Caribbean Basin Security Initiative, which currently stands
at only $88 million, should be increased by at least 50 percent.*

Operational and Infrastructure Funding. Given the strategic focus
on defending the homeland and deterring China, U.S. Indo-Pacific Com-
mand (INDOPACOM), Northern Command (NORTHCOM), and Southern
Command (SOUTHCOM) should receive the lion’s share of new operational
and infrastructure funding. In INDOPACOM, the defense of Guam, Agile
Combat Employment,'* and new infrastructure investments in the Phil-
ippines are especially in need of funding. In SOUTHCOM, infrastructure
improvements at Roosevelt Roads in Puerto Rico and in the U.S. Virgin
Islands are needed, as is expanded operational funding for special opera-
tions throughout the theater.

Conclusion

Defense spending should be aligned with defense strategy, and the
Trump Administration has been clear that its national defense strategy is
to defend the homeland and deter China. To achieve these goals:

The new funding made available through the potentially massive invest-
ment in American security in the FY 2027 defense budget should be focused
on expanding capacity across the services but especially in sea power and
airpower. Large procurement orders for existing programs should there-
fore be coupled with investments in next-generation capabilities like the
B-21 and F-47.

America’s long-neglected strategic deterrent needs funding to defend the
homeland. Programs like the Sentinel missile and Columbia-class subma-
rine should therefore receive the support they need to be operationalized
in the near future.

In terms of global strategy, new spending needs to prioritize the Indo-Pa-
cific and the Western Hemisphere, enabling both the United States and our
partners and allies to deter aggression and achieve our security goals.

Wilson Beaver is Senior Policy Advisor for Defense Budgeting and NATO Policy in the
Douglas and Sarah Allison Center for National Security at The Heritage Foundation.
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