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Above you find a pie chart describing the composition of the UK government expenditure. As you can see the majority of money spent goes to social security programmes, education and healthcare. Those government services are of great importance in the Western European welfare state and tower greatly, in terms of money spent, over that of more traditional ideals, such as defence and public safety. If we look at how this chart was, say ten earlier, we get the following picture. 


The diagram underneath also shows how the aggregate spending has increased and to what function it can be accounted. It is interesting to not that the difference in government composition, a conservative-liberal government coalition in 2013-14 and a labour government in 2003-2004 does not make a huge difference in the way money is spent. This could to a certain degree strengthen the disillusioned masses claiming that no matter which party you vote for you get more or less the same thing. However, the few percentage points that differ make a much bigger difference than what we might expect and the vast majority of government expenditure are must-haves that would create a lot of uproar were one government to take it away.


If we look closer at defense spending in particular, we can observe the following in the graph to the right. On a whole, defence spending has been trending downwards since 1991. Apart from an increased spending in 1998-99 and a slight distortion in the percentage due to the financial crisis of 2008-09 dampening GDP growth, we cannot observe any increases at all during this time period. This is in line with the changed national security situation in Europe after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the dissolution of the USSR. Surprisingly the Iraq War and the NATO operations in Afghanistan did not increase government spending on defence.

If we instead focus on the situation at hand in the year that is the one latest available, we can see that Defence spending totals 5 % of the government expenditure or, in nominal terms, £36.4 billion. For this money the United Kingdom maintains the world’s sixth highest military spending according to SIPRI. (SIPRI, 2015) During the last few years, especially after the Russian military intervention in Ukraine and the on-going conflict in Syria and the Middle East, NATO has expressed concerns regarding the military spending of it’s member states being to small. (NATO, 2015) After a NATO summit in Wales in September of 2014 a joint declaration of the heads of state and government in attendance agreed on keeping defence spending at a minimum level above 2 % of GDP. 

By previous figures shown in this paper we can easily say that the UK is well beyond this lower limit and the decision should not cause the UK government to change it’s military policy to any greater degree. However, there are other factors to bear in mind for the UK. As one of nine countries in the world with nuclear weapons (ICAN, 2016) and in possession of a blue-water navy (Kirchberger, 2015), generally regarded as one of the most advanced and wide reaching in the world, the spending needs to be maintained at a considerably higher level than the average NATO member in order to keep military capabilities stable.  

One should also remember that even though the British Empire might belong to history, the United Kingdom still has overseas territories all over the world to which the country still guarantees military protection. This puts the UK in a position where military expenditure will at some point encounter some downward rigidity and not being able to shrink considerably without making some major restructuring in the overall military capability of country.

The current subject dominating the political debate on defence spending in the UK is, perhaps not all too surprisingly, that on whether or not to extend the nuclear capabilities further in to the future. Many of the nuclear warheads in possession by the UK military is deployed on deep sea submarines. The program and its missiles, known as Trident, was ordered by the then British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in 1983, and then commissioned in the1990s. (BBC, 2015) The submarines, soon reaching the end their 25 year expected life span, are now about to be replaced and this has been the source of much controversy.

First and foremost it’s the matter of nuclear bombs that is the reason for this, but the main argument put forth by opponents of the renewal of the programme has more to do with cost. The latest figures from the government expect the successive programme to come at a cost around £31 billion pounds. (The Independent, 2015) This is roughly as much as one year of British military spending and by all means anything but a small investment. There is however general parliamentary consensus among the majority of members, which will most probably extend this programme either in this or the coming year.
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