
International Trade £0.5bn

Health and Social Care
£223.9bn

Work and Pensions
£221.3bn

Education
£126.1bn

HM Revenue an
£121.9bn

Business, Energy an
£58.4bn

Defence
£58.4bn

Scotland
£54.0bn

Transport
£42.1bn

MHCLG
(Local

Government)
£38.0bn

HM Treasury
£34.0bn

Northern Ireland
£28.5bn

Wales £25.4bn

Home Office £18.3bn

Cabinet Office £14.4bn

Development Office £14.0bn

ng and Communities) £11.8bn

Justice £10.9bn

al, Culture, Media and Sport £7.3bn

onment, Food and Rural Affairs £5.8bn

Small and Independent Bodies £4.1bn
Single Intelligence Account £3.3bn

Law Officers’ Departments £0.6bn

Total Government Spend
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Digital,

Environment,

and
Industrial 
Strategy

and
Customs

This seems a straightforward question. However, the area of UK defence spending

is a complex one. Different defence spending definitions and different accounting

methods produce different figures.

Where does our defence budget go?
 2021/22 - (£Billion)

 

Source: MOD Annual Report and Accounts 2021–22

NATO definition 

HM Treasury definition

Using one definition, total UK defence

spending in 2021/22 was calculated as

£45,930,000,000. The biggest spending

is on capital expenditure, followed by

service personnel, then equipment

support, and infrastructure.

Under HM Treasury accounting rules,

which use different definitions,

defence spending was £58.4 billion

whereas MOD reported £42.365

billion in in 2020/21. The government

website explains that 'the difference s 
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NATO defines defence expenditure

as “payments made by a national

government specifically to meet the

needs of its armed forces, those of

Allies or of the Alliance”. 

Since 2006 the UK, along with other

NATO members, has committed to

spend 2% of GDP on defence.

It remains opaque why there is a

discrepancy between what the Ministry

of Defence (MOD) itself reports as the

defence budget (£45,930 billion for

2021) and what it reports 

Note: The UK does not release

official detailed costs for its

nuclear weapons programme. 

Under MOD definition

to the NATO as

‘defence expenditures’

(£52,291 billion for

2021).

impairment and fixed

assets written on/off and

the Armed Forces Pension

Scheme'.

can be attributed in part to

HMT inclusion of depreciation,

This diagram gives a sense of how

defence spending (£58.4 billion)

compared with other areas of

spending in 2020/21. 

We can see that  defence spending

was equivalent to 26% of health

and social care expenditure.

Source: HM Treasury Public 

Expenditure Statistical Analyses 2021

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_193983.htm
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/919361/20200227_CH_UK_Defence_in_Numbers_2019.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49198.htm
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2021/reassessing-sipris-military-expenditure-estimate-united-kingdom
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2021/reassessing-sipris-military-expenditure-estimate-united-kingdom
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2021/reassessing-sipris-military-expenditure-estimate-united-kingdom


How many more categories of military

spending are there that previous

calculations did not include? 

How does the UK defence spending

compare to other countries?

How much does the UK earn from arms

trade and what does that mean for peace?

How much does the UK spend on Nuclear

Weapons?

Indirectly in terms of the harm done

/ lives lost by not spending that

money on, for example, 

preventing pandemics, 

 

 

 

stopping climate change etc.

Directly in terms of 

the number of armed forces,

 

the quantity of weapons, 

the number of people who can be

killed. 

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. 

Considering military expenditure in real terms is important because the amount

of money spent on the military relates to the extent of damage the expenditure

can cause, both directly and indirectly:

Global military spending -  ($billion) 
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As a percentage of GDP (Gross

Domestic Product)

Another way of looking at military

expenditure is to consider what

proportion of a country’s GDP it

spends on the military. GDP is used

by some economists as an estimate

of 'the size of, and growth in the

economy. 

In real terms

Source: IISS Global Military Balance, 2020 

In this assessment the UK had the 4th highest military budget in the world.

Military spending as a percentage of GDP 

Source: IISS Global Military Balance, 2020 

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%).

https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2021/reassessing-sipris-military-expenditure-estimate-united-kingdom
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2021/reassessing-sipris-military-expenditure-estimate-united-kingdom
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/greece-now-ahead-of-uk-in-defence-spending-as-share-of-gdp/
https://caat.org.uk/challenges/the-arms-trade/
https://demilitarize.org.uk/uk-nuclear-weapons-spending-2020/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54988870%20https:/www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance/military-balance-2020-book
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54988870%20https:/www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance/military-balance-2020-book
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54988870%20https:/www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance/military-balance-2020-book
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54988870%20https:/www.iiss.org/publications/the-military-balance/military-balance-2020-book

