
Military spending in the United Kingdom

Under HM Treasury (HMT) accounting rules, which use different definitions, defence spending
in 2019-2020 was considerably higher. It was £54.5 billion (or £54,500,000,000). The
government website explains that ‘the difference can be attributed in part to HMT inclusion
of depreciation, impairments and fixed assets written on/off and the Armed Forces Pension
Scheme’   .  This larger figure is the one used in the diagram overleaf.

Using one definition, total UK defence
spending in 2019-2020 was
calculated as £39.8 billion (or
£39,800,000,000)     .  This was the
amount spent on day-to-day
resources and administration costs,
plus the amount spent on capital
investment, and minus ‘depreciation
and impairments and fixed assets
written on/off’   .  

The diagram on the right, from the
Ministry of Defence Annual Report
and Accounts 2019-2020, showed
how this money was spent   .  (UK
defence spending, defined in the
above way, has continued to
increase.  It has been forecast that in
2021-2022 the Ministry of Defence
will spend £46.0 billion   .)     

How much does the UK spend on the military and what is this money spent on?

Fact Sheet

Conscience: Taxes For Peace Not War, c/o Peace Pledge Union, 1 Peace Passage, Brecknock Road, London. N7 OBT.

This seems a straightforward question.  However, the area of UK defence spending is a
complex one.  Different definitions and different accounting methods produce different
figures.  

This factsheet is one of a series produced by Conscience Education for Peace.
They are available, together with videos and other information resources, at:

https://conscienceonline.org.uk/education-for-peace/

3,4,5,6,7

(1)

3,4,5,6,7

(1,2)

3,4,5,6,7

(3)

(4)

(4)

3,4,5,6,7

(1)



Researched and written by Sarah Croft & Karen Robinson January 2022

How does UK military expenditure compare with the military expenditure of
other countries? 

How does the military
budget compare with other
areas of UK expenditure? 

Public Expenditure by Departmental Grouping 2019/20

1. https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/defence-departmental-resources-2020/mod-departmental-resources-2020
2. https://www.plainenglish.co.uk/campaigning/past-campaigns/budget/how-much-is-a-billion.html
3. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/928741/6.6565_MoD_Annual_Report_and_Accounts_2019-20_211020_WEB_3_.pdf      
4. https://obr.uk/forecasts-in-depth/brief-guides-and-explainers/public-finances/
5. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54988870  https://www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance/military-balance-2020-book
6. https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp

This diagram gives a sense of
how defence spending (£54.5
billion) compared with other
areas of spending in 2019-
2020   .  We can see that
defence spending was
equivalent to 31% of health
and social care expenditure. 

In real terms

There are different ways of looking at how UK
military expenditure compares with the military
expenditure of other countries. One way is to
compare the expenditures in real terms.  This
graph shows the ten highest military budgets in
the world, in real terms, in 2019.  In this
assessment the UK had the 4th highest military
budget in the world   .  Considering military
expenditure in real terms is important because
the amount of money spent on the military

As a percentage of Gross Domestic Product

Another way of looking at military expenditure is to consider what proportion of a country’s
GDP (Gross Domestic Product) it spends on the military. GDP is used by some economists as
an estimate of 'the size of, and growth in the economy’   .  In 2019, with military spending at
2.33% of GDP, the UK came 7th highest in the world after Saudi Arabia (7.13%), Russia
(4.14%), US (3.55%), South Korea (2.55%), India (2.47%), and Australia (2.35%)   .

relates to the extent of damage the expenditure can cause, both directly and indirectly.
Directly in terms of the number of armed forces, the quantity of weapons, the number of
people who can be killed. Indirectly in terms of the harm done / lives lost by not spending
that money on, for example, preventing pandemics, stopping climate change etc. 
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