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Introduc)on 
The federal budget is overly militarized.  As of May 2026, about half (48 percent) of all discre*onary 
spending is allocated to the Department of Defense each year.1  When we add the Department of 
Veterans Affairs the alloca*on rises to 55 percent, and if we add the Department of Homeland Security 
as well, it rises to over 60 percent of federal discre*onary spending.  Channeling vast amounts of public 
funds to the military rather than to other priori*es has consequences not only for the federal budget but 
also for workers and their families.  This paper presents a few of the broad implica*ons of excessive 
federal military spending.  In addi*on to discussing the various budgetary tradeoffs involved, it focuses in 
par*cular on the need for a just transi*on for workers in reducing military spending and shicing toward 
a federal budget and policies that serve the priori*es of working-class and middle-class Americans.    

An overly militarized budget has various implica*ons for the economy and society.  First, high military 
spending makes it poli*cally difficult to spend funds on non-military purposes, or requires cuts in non-
military programs to prevent debt increases.  Second, high military spending – and war spending in 
par*cular – creates upward pressure on debt and increases interest costs.  Third, high military spending 

 
1 Office of Management and Budget. Budget FY 2027 - Table 8.7 - Outlays for Discretionary Programs: 1962-2031 
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that is unmatched by other similar levels of public spending in other sectors will create decent jobs in 
the military sector but not decent jobs in other sectors.  And fourth, high military spending coupled with 
a high propor*on of private contrac*ng, such as currently exists in the U.S., results in a poli*cally and 
economically powerful military industry that is firmly entrenched and can con*nue to grow its economic 
and poli*cal strength.  This results in militarized solu*ons, a militarized society, and an overly militarized 
budget and workforce. 

The U.S. military is ocen seen as a pathway out of poverty.  For some, it may the only opportunity they 
have to find a decent job with stability and benefits.  Reducing the military budget without providing 
alterna*ve employment opportuni*es is not only poli*cally unwise but could also be harmful or careless 
for the class of workers or poten*al workers who see the military as America’s only real jobs program.  
This paper thus presents two alterna*ve programs to invest in priori*es that serve both the economy 
and its workers.  A reduc*on in military spending must be accompanied by a transi*onal package of 
reinvestment in the economy that includes training and appren*ceship opportuni*es for workers 
entering the job market, and a just transi*on for workers and communi*es who are currently dependent 
upon the military as an employer. 

 

The Costs of Excessive Military Spending in the Short Run  
and Long Run  

Short-Run Consequences: Budgetary Tradeoffs and Militarized Solu<ons 
Excessive military spending leads to tradeoffs, both in the short term and in the long term. In the short 
term it creates poli*cal pressure to reduce non-military spending, as well as leads to increasingly 
militarized solu*ons to domes*c and interna*onal affairs.  

First, the budgetary tradeoff — if there is a budget constraint, then an increase in spending in one part of 
the budget requires a decrease in spending in another part. When there is a need for deficit reduc*on or 
budget control, then excessive military spending comes at a price of non-military spending reduc*ons. 
But even with a lack of budget restraint, excessive military spending may create poli*cal pressure to 
reduce non-military spending for the sake of controlling increases in rising debt and deficits. 
Furthermore, increased or excessive military spending without decreases in non-military spending would 
in fact cause deficits and debt to increase, and cause interest rates and interest costs to increase, which 
this paper discusses in the next sec*on.  Thus, excessive military spending comes with fiscal tradeoffs. 

Second, a budget that priori*zes the military over other sectors will result in militarized solu*ons to non-
military problems.  Over the past several decades, military spending has become the tool that has 
replaced many other tools in the na*on's toolbox. Where reconstruc*on ac*vi*es in war-torn countries 
were historically ocen undertaken by USAID, they have increasingly moved into the budget and area of 
responsibility of the U.S. military.2 Similarly, the military has increasingly overtaken ac*vi*es of 
diplomacy that had been a hallmark of the State Department. In doing so, USAID and the Department of 
State have become less important, and the military's role has become more entrenched and its need for 
funding seemingly more vital.  As of 2025, the budget of the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) was 12 

 
2 For more on this, see for example Mission Creep: The Militarization of US Foreign Policy edited by Gordon Adams and Shoon 
Murray. Georgetown University Press, 2014 or How	Everything	Became	War	and	the	Military	Became	Everything:	Tales	from	
the	Pentagon by Rosa Brooks. Simon & Schuster, 2016. 
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*mes the combined size of the budgets of USAID and Department of State (though under the second 
Trump administra*on USAID is now defunct).  

The militariza*on of the U.S. budget accelerated acer 2001, following the September 11 alacks, which 
the Bush administra*on used to jus*fy a global War on Terror, increase homeland security, militariza*on 
of the police, and a general ramping up of weaponized and militarized responses to domes*c and 
interna*onal policy.  Foreign aid, for instance, shiced from civilian to military provision, with 7% of 
foreign aid coming from DoD in 2001 and 28% from DoD by 2008. 

In the post-9/11 era, DoD has had a growing role in foreign affairs, resul*ng in the increased 
militariza*on of U.S. foreign affairs.  This has occurred through military “train and equip” programs, 
various forms of foreign assistance such as reconstruc*on and aid (formerly undertaken by State or 
USAID) and other types of “security assistance.”   

 

FIGURE 1: By author, from Budget of the U.S. Government 2027, Table 4.1 Outlays by Agency 

 

DoD spending has far surpassed Department of State and Interna*onal Assistance for decades.  In the 25 
years presented in the above chart, DoD spending grew from $324 billion to nearly $1 trillion, while 
combined Department of State and Interna*onal Assistance went from a modest $19 billion to about 
$40 billion in 2026. 

Using military solu*ons for non-military problems has both cultural and resource implica*ons.  First, 
culturally it is insensi*ve and counterproduc*ve to conduct peacekeeping ac*vi*es while brandishing 
heavy weaponry.  Second, it is significantly more expensive to deploy members of the military than to 
send civilian personnel from USAID or Department of State to conduct foreign affairs.  For instance, a 

-200,000

200,000

400,000

600,000

800,000

1,000,000

1,200,000

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

20
22

20
23

20
24

20
25

20
26

 e
st

im
at

e

Outlays by Agency (in millions)

DoD Total Department of State International Assistance Programs



 4 

2015 study by the Congressional Budget Office found that replacing DoD servicemembers with civilians, 
in the posi*ons in which it was appropriate to do so, would save roughly 30 percent in personnel costs, 
or billions of dollars each year.3    

Addi*onally, venture capital and “big tech” have played an increasing role in military finance and in 
weapons and surveillance technologies, including both AI warfare and drone technology.  This both 
changes the nature of warfare as well as blurs the lines between civilians and combatants.4   Companies 
like Palan*r — which has built its business model almost en*rely around government surveillance and 
ballefield data analy*cs — exemplify how Silicon Valley has become deeply embedded in the 
architecture of modern warfare. Ar*ficial intelligence and autonomous systems now account for a 
growing share of DoD procurement and research budgets, reshaping not only how wars are fought but 
also which contractors profit most from them. 

Rising Debt, Rising Interest Costs 
Excessive military spending also has consequences for the long-term health of the economy.  Over the 
past several decades, the budget for the Department of Defense has grown fairly steadily — whether or 
not the U.S. has been at war, and whether the administra*on has been Republican or Democrat.  On 
average, over the past sixty years the annual rate of increase has been 5.2 percent5. This rise in spending 
contributes to deficits and debt, and to growing interest payments. 

At the end of 2025, U.S. federal debt had reached about $38.5 trillion, and that total neared $38.9 trillion 
by May 2026.6  A large and growing debt has consequences not only for future genera*ons of taxpayers 
but also for today.  While the U.S. is not currently in danger of default and is s*ll seen as a rela*vely safe 
asset, it has nonetheless been downgraded recently by ra*ngs agencies (in 2023 and 2025) because of 
the size of its debt, and could be further downgraded.  These downgrades, combined with the sale of 
treasuries to finance the debt, has pushed up interest rates, which not only costs the federal government 
more to service its own debts, but also raises costs for homebuyers and consumers with loans. 

Thus, the size of the debt, the amount of interest, and the interest rate, are all consequen*al in both the 
short and long run.  Here we turn to the rise in the cost of interest payments, and a discussion of the 
tradeoffs incurred by those payments. 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Congressional Budget Office, 2015. “Replacing Military Personnel in Support PosiYons with Civilian Employees.” 
h\ps://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/reports/51012-Military_Civilian_Mix_1.pdf 
4 For more on these issues, see work by Roberto Gonzalez or William Hartung, both affiliated with the Costs of War project at 
Brown University. 
5 Calculated from OMB Table 4.1, years 1966-2026, DoD Military and Civil Programs combined.  In nominal dollars. 
6 U.S. Department of the Treasury. Fiscal Service, Federal Debt: Total Public Debt [GFDEBTN], retrieved from FRED, Federal 
Reserve Bank of St. Louis; h\ps://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/GFDEBTN, May 15, 2026; 
h\ps://fiscaldata.treasury.gov/datasets/debt-to-the-penny/debt-to-the-penny 

https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/reports/51012-Military_Civilian_Mix_1.pdf
https://fiscaldata.treasury.gov/datasets/debt-to-the-penny/debt-to-the-penny
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FIGURE 2: Net Interest, from OMB Table 4.1, Budget of United States Government FY2027 

 

Interest on the debt accounted for 11.1 percent of the federal budget in 2001, according to the Office of 
Management and Budget Historical Tables.  But that percentage fell through the early 2000s, largely due 
to low interest rates.  By 2009 net interest accounted for only 5.3 percent of the federal budget, and it 
stayed in the range of 5-6-7 percent for most of the 2000s and 2010s.  In the 2020s, the trendline 
changes significantly.  Net interest rose from $352 billion in 2021 to $476 billion in 2022, then to $658 
billion in 2023, $880 billion in 2024, $971 billion in 2025, and is projected to be over $1 trillion this year – 
as much or more as na*onal defense itself. This steep increase in interest costs means that interest now 
accounts for 13.5 percent of the federal budget, greater than defense (12.8%), and on par with 
Medicare.   

As debts rise to finance war and excessive military spending, interest costs come with a tradeoff.  Funds 
used to pay interest are not available for other purposes, be those military or non-military.  In this fiscal 
year (2026) the U.S. is expected to spend over $1 trillion in interest costs alone, a tradeoff borne by this, 
as well as future, genera*ons.  Taxes may need to rise in the future to pay down debt and interest costs.  
At the very least, even without paying down the principal, these interest costs will remain on the books 
and will con*nue to syphon away funds that could have been used toward educa*on, healthcare, 
infrastructure, clean energy, conserva*on, or a host of other priori*es that American voters and workers 
care about. 
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FIGURE 3: Figure by author, based on OMB Table 3.2 from Budget of the United States Government 2027 

 

The Poli)cal and Economic Power of the “Camo Economy” 
The late 1970s and 1980s ushered in a change in economic ideology that some call “neoliberalism.”  This 
was promoted by Margaret Thatcher in the U.K., Ronald Reagan in the U.S., and Chicago-school 
economists worldwide.  It included priva*za*on of state-owned enterprises, deregula*on, curbing of 
labor unions and promo*on of free markets.   

The spread of neoliberalism in the 1980s set the stage for the commercializa*on of the military economy 
in the U.S., or what this author calls the “Camo Economy.”  Consolida*on by many of the smaller military 
firms in the 1990s resulted not in the “Peace Dividend” expected by the end of the Cold War but rather 
in the “Big Five” era of corporate dominance of the military industry.   

This, combined with other poli*cal and economic changes in procurement, resulted in a poli*cally and 
economically entrenched and powerful defense industry.  Rather than contrac*ng resul*ng in gains in 
efficiency and cost-savings — as promised or suggested by the proponents of free market principles — it 
has increased costs to taxpayers by crea*ng various types of monopolies and entrenching military 
contractors within the system.  I call this the “Camo Economy” because this procurement system 
camouflages all types of issues – where the money goes, who is benefipng, who is gepng hurt or killed 
(as contractors are replacing troops on or near the ballefield) — and as oversight is sorely lacking. 

Various types of contracts have resulted in excessive military spending as well as poli*cal and economic 
power by the military industry.  “Cost-type” contracts, as opposed to fixed-price contracts (which we 
discuss more below), shic risk to the government rather than the contractor and remove cost-containing 
incen*ves. Contracts such as “sole supplier” contracts grant monopolies to contractors, also resul*ng in 
higher prices to taxpayers as well as greater poli*cal and economic power for contractors.  Umbrella 
contracts, or mul*-year, mul*-purpose contracts held by one or a group of large firms, have also resulted 
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in a lessening of compe**on and an entrenchment of contractor power.  We will briefly explore the 
prevalence and implica*ons of each of these. 

Contractor Monopolies: Sole Source and other Non-Competed Contracts 
The “Defense Federal Acquisi*on Regula*ons” (DFARs) specifies in subpart 206.3 the circumstances 
under which contracts can be created that are “other than full and open compe**on.”  These include: 

• Only one responsible source and no other supplies or services will sa*sfy agency requirements 
• Unusual and compelling urgency 
• Industrial mobiliza*on, engineering, developmental, or research capability, or expert services 
• Solicita*on provision 
• Interna*onal agreement 
• Authorized or required by statute 

As of Fiscal Year 2020, contracts under $100 million do not even need wrilen jus*fica*on for a sole 
source contract.  Amounts over this do need wrilen jus*fica*on, but any of the above condi*ons would 
sa*sfy the requirement and are at the discre*on of the Secretary of Defense.7 

The use of “sole supplier” contracts grants a monopoly to the supplier of the good or service under 
contract.  GAO and Inspector General reports have found this to be consistent with higher prices, as we 
might expect with monopoly condi*ons.  Sole supplier contracts have grown significantly in the past 25 
years.  A 2006 GAO report noted that in the year 2005, only 41 percent of DoD contracts were open to 
full compe**on and that sole-source contracts were priced at about 25% higher than contracts that had 
previously been compe**ve for the same services.8  Contract officers can jus*fy en**es as being 
“uniquely qualified” to serve as sole suppliers, or can invoke “na*onal security” or other such measures 
to enable sole supplier contracts to be set up.  Thus, poli*cal connec*ons, insider status, and entrenched 
interests all can play a role in not only securing contracts in general, but also securing monopoly rights 
and monopoly profits that further inflate the na*on’s budget. 

In FY2025, according to contract data available in USASpending.gov, $232.5 billion in DoD contracts were 
non-compe**ve, compared to $259.3 billion in compe**ve contracts.  While the ra*onale for 
contrac*ng is to increase compe**on in order to reduce price and increase efficiency in comparison to a 
so-called government monopoly, nearly half (47.3%) of the DoD’s contracts in the past fiscal year were 
non-compe**ve.9 

USASpending data became available as of 2008, and its most recent complete year of data is 2005.  
Analyzing data from both years, we find that that “sole source” contracts totaled over $126 billion in 
2008 and over $196 billion in 2025.10  This represents about 32% of total DoD contracts in 2008 and 40% 
in 2025.  Monopoly contracts have thus risen sharply and now account for 40% of DoD contracts. 

The rise of AI-driven defense contrac*ng is accelera*ng budget concentra*on, with a small number of 
tech firms capturing an outsized share of DoD procurement through large, ocen sole-source contracts. 

 
7 Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation, 206.302-7. 
https://www.acquisition.gov/sites/default/files/current/dfars/pdf/DFARS.pdf 
8 https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-06-800t.pdf 
9 47.3% = $232.5B /($232.5B + $259.3B) 
10 CSV files for the Dept of Defense were downloaded from USASpending.gov on May 20, 2026.  Multiple files exist for each 
year, these were concatenated before being analyzed. 

https://www.acquisition.gov/sites/default/files/current/dfars/pdf/DFARS.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-06-800t.pdf
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Unlike tradi*onal weapons manufacturers, these companies operate largely outside public scru*ny as 
'defense contractors,' making the true cost and scope of military AI investment even harder to track. 

Indefinite Delivery, Indefinite Quan<ty 
While the military does not officially offer “life*me supplier” contracts, many firms essen*ally have 
monopolies on services or goods they sell to the military by being the sole provider of a service contract 
that may ini*ally have a dura*on of 5 years, but can be renewed for 10 or 20 years — essen*ally gran*ng 
a monopoly or a life*me contract to the supplier.  An IDIQ contract, similarly, is an umbrella contract that 
allows flexibility in what is to be provided, and for how long.  Ocen it is a contract for one or more years, 
with addi*onal “op*on” years than can extend the contract.  These IDIQ contract vehicles, while not 
officially life*me supplier awards, are de facto monopoly agreements for the life*me service of many 
products purchased by the U.S. military.   

The F-35 is a fighter jet produced by Lockheed Mar*n.  For its three variants, the F-35A, F-35B, and F-
35C, Lockheed Mar*n holds IDIQ contracts with the DoD for a host of different service-related ac*vi*es, 
including tes*ng, training, servicing hardware, modifying logis*cs systems and more.  These various 
contracts are many billions of dollars over mul*ple years, gran*ng a monopoly over the servicing of this 
aircrac to Lockheed Mar*n for the dura*on.11 

IDIQ contracts can also be used as umbrella contracts to provide mul*ple goods and services to the 
military in unknown situa*ons, par*cularly in warzones.  For instance, the Logis*cs Civil Augmenta*on 
Program (LOGCAP) used by the U.S. Army and the Global Con*ngency Services Contract (GCSC) used by 
the U.S. Navy, are two types of umbrella contracts that enable one or more vendors to provide a host of 
services over one or more years.  The first LOGCAP contract was awarded in 1992 to provide base 
support, dining services, supplies and logis*cs, and other support for forces in Somalia, Bosnia, Kosova, 
Hai*, and Rwanda.  It was a cost-plus-award-fee contract awarded to Brown & Root Services (now known 
as KBR) with a contract ceiling value of $815 million.  The current LOGCAP contract, LOGCAP V, is valued 
at $82 billion and includes four companies: KBR, Inc.; Fluor Corp.; V2X Inc.; and Amentum.  This 10-year 
contract was issued in 2019 and covers services un*l 2030, including “base camp opera*ons, facility 
maintenance, food service, supply chain management, transporta*on logis*cs, engineering support, 
power genera*on, water produc*on, environmental control, force protec*on, communica*ons 
infrastructure, and temporary shelter and bille*ng.”12 

IDIQ contracts are generally competed in their first year but not in subsequent years.  While they provide 
flexibility in the face of uncertain parameters and unknown challenges, there are various problems with 
IDIQ contracts, as pointed out by the Department of Defense Inspector General and others.  In addi*on 
to the vulnerability it introduces to the military —servicemembers requiring contractors’ employees to 
service the equipment in the field, for example — it grants monopoly rights to the contractor and further 
increases taxpayer and budgetary costs associated with the locked-in service contracts.  According to a 
2010 Congressional Research Service report, “While full and open compe**on is the standard for 

 
11 h\ps://www.govconwire.com/arYcles/lockheed-awarded-3-9b-navy-contract-for-f-35-training-system-simulaYon-support; 
h\ps://www.govconwire.com/arYcles/lockheed-lands-765m-idiq-award-for-f-35-site-acYvaYon-sustainment-services; 
h\ps://www.govconwire.com/arYcles/lockheed-navy-contract-modificaYon-f-35-logisYcs-support  
12 h\ps://govtribe.com/award/federal-vehicle/logisYcs-civil-augmentaYon-program-v-logcap-v 

https://www.govconwire.com/articles/lockheed-awarded-3-9b-navy-contract-for-f-35-training-system-simulation-support
https://www.govconwire.com/articles/lockheed-lands-765m-idiq-award-for-f-35-site-activation-sustainment-services
https://www.govconwire.com/articles/lockheed-navy-contract-modification-f-35-logistics-support
https://govtribe.com/award/federal-vehicle/logistics-civil-augmentation-program-v-logcap-v
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government contrac*ng, full and open compe**on has not been the standard for government 
contrac*ng for troop support services under LOGCAP.”13 

Cost-type contracts 
Contract types are another procurement issue that increase the cost of the military budget and are a 
reason that the U.S. overspends taxpayer dollars on the military.  About 30 percent of DoD contracts are 
“cost-type” contracts rather than fixed price contracts.  With fixed-price contracts, the prices of goods or 
services are set at the *me of signing of the contract, and any cost overages are borne by the contractor.  
Thus, there is an incen*ve for the contractor to keep costs low – it is it their own best interest.  In cost-
type contracts, on the other hand, contractors are reimbursed for all “reasonable costs”, and it is the 
government (the taxpayer) who bears the costs as prices escalate.  The contractor has zero incen*ve to 
reduce costs.  In some cases, the contractor even earns a profit that is propor*onal to the final bill, in 
which case there is a perverse incen*ve to increase costs. 

In the most recent complete fiscal year, as well as all fiscal years for which we have data through 
USASpending, we find that 30 percent of all DoD contracts are cost-type contracts: 

FY2025: $146.5 billion cost-type contracts, $341.1 billion fixed price contracts (30%) 

FY2008-2025: $1.93 trillion cost-type contracts, $4.62 trillion fixed price contracts (29.5%) 

This means that in FY2025, $146.5 billion in contracts were NOT subject to cost-reducing pressures, and 
over the period FY2008-2025 nearly $2 trillion of DoD contracts had no cost-reducing pressures.  This is 
yet another area where overspending on the military wastes federal resources that could have been 
used elsewhere. 

Inspector General reports from the Department of Defense (DODIG) as well as Inspector Generals 
specific to Iraq and Afghanistan reconstruc*on (SIGIR and SIGAR) are rife with examples of overspending 
on contracts, and on waste, fraud, and abuse in contrac*ng.  The following quote illustrates well how 
cost-type contracts result in increased costs to taxpayers.  It is drawn from congressional tes*mony from 
2008, in which a contrac*ng officer was tes*fying about being told to provide towels to troops in Iraq 
with KBR’s logo embroidered, which would triple the cost of the towels: 

One of his jobs was to purchase towels, so he wrote out a purchase order for towels for the troops 
and his supervisor looked at that and said no, you can’t buy those towels. Bun?ng wanted to buy 
plain white towels. He was told that he needed to buy a towel that has KBR’s logo, Kellogg Brown 
& Root, a subsidiary of Halliburton, embroidered on it. He said the problem is that will triple the 
cost of the towels they are buying for the troops. His supervisor said you don’t understand, it 
doesn’t maDer. These are cost-plus contracts. It doesn’t maDer.14 

Profitability of the “Big Five” 
The “Big Five” firms in the defense industry are Lockheed Mar*n, Northrop Grumman, Raytheon (or 
RTX), Boeing, and General Dynamics.  These firms typically account for 25-33% of defense contracts in 
terms of dollar amounts.15 According to data by the Stockholm Interna*onal Peace Research Ins*tute 

 
13 h\ps://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20100920_RL33834_eb1b26ec5779fd1344de788504b9bf2ce71b3dd4.pdf 
14 h\ps://www.congress.gov/110/crec/2008/03/31/CREC-2008-03-31-pt1-PgS2213.pdf 
15 For a rich discussion on this, see “Profits of War” by Hartung, 2020 and a more recent piece by Hartung and Semler, “Profits of 
War: Top Beneficiaries of Pentagon Spending, 2020-2024,” 

https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20100920_RL33834_eb1b26ec5779fd1344de788504b9bf2ce71b3dd4.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/110/crec/2008/03/31/CREC-2008-03-31-pt1-PgS2213.pdf
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(SIPRI), in 2024 the Big Five earned a combined $214 billion in revenue, around one third of the global 
revenue of the top 100 defense firms.16  High revenues were bolstered by con*nued growth in U.S. 
military spending, as well as arms sales due to the Ukraine/Russia war.   

In 2024, $159 million was spent in lobbying by the Defense industry, according to OpenSecrets.17  In 2025 
that increased to $198 million.   

• RTX Corp (Raytheon) spent $13.5 million in lobbying in 2024 and $11.4 million in 2023; 
• Lockheed Mar*n spent $12.7 million on lobbying in 2024 and $14.1 million in 2023; 
• Northrop Grumman spent $8.8 million in 2024 and $10.9 million in 2023;  
• General Dynamics spent $12.2 million each of these two years; and  
• Boeing spent $11.9 million in 2024 and $14.5 million in 2023   

Together, then, the Big Five spent $59.1 million in 2024 and $63.1 million in 2023 on lobbying alone – 
this is in addi*on to campaign contribu*ons.  High levels of profit from government contracts, combined 
with a poli*cal/legal system which allows for money in poli*cs, enable defense contracts to con*nue 
exer*ng influence over the poli*cal process and securing contracts that further entrench their poli*cal 
and economic power.   

The monopoly nature of many contract types, including sole supplier contracts and some IDIQ contract 
vehicles, combined with cost-type contrac*ng, contributes to overspending on the military as well as an 
increase in the poli*cal and economic power of the Camo Economy.  The distor*ons caused by excessive 
military spending and the Camo Economy affect the labor market as well.   

Monopoly powers and cost-type contracts mean there’s a wage premium that military contractors can 
pay.  Firms like Lockheed Mar*n and Raytheon are able to hire engineers at salaries above the na*onal 
average.  Triple Canopy / Constellis hires armed security posi*ons at much higher wages than non-
defense counterparts.  Firms in the “Camo Economy” earn greater profits through monopoly and cost-
type contracts and are thus able to pay above-average wages.   

Excessive spending on the military distorts not only budgetary and policy priori*es but distorts the labor 
market — both in the wages offered and because the military is the only public jobs program. The 
following sec*on suggests some alterna*ves. 

 

The Military as a Jobs Program and the Need for a Just Transi)on 
The Military can be seen as the U.S.’s only federal jobs program.  It is in some sense an employer of last 
resort, and for some young people entering the labor market or making decisions about future 
opportuni*es, it provides a future with a possibility of a stable career with benefits and advancement.    
Stagnant middle-class wages, the high and rising cost of higher educa*on, and a lack of other labor 
market opportuni*es ocen mean that the military is the only viable solu*on for some young military 
enlistees. 

 
h\ps://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/sites/default/files/papers/Profits-of-War_Hartung-Semler_Costs-of-War_Quincy-
FINAL.pdf 
16 h\ps://www.reuters.com/graphics/BUSINESS-DEFENSE/lbvgmjwxrvq/ 
17 h\ps://www.opensecrets.org/industries/lobbying?cycle=2024&ind=D 

https://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/sites/default/files/papers/Profits-of-War_Hartung-Semler_Costs-of-War_Quincy-FINAL.pdf
https://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/sites/default/files/papers/Profits-of-War_Hartung-Semler_Costs-of-War_Quincy-FINAL.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/graphics/BUSINESS-DEFENSE/lbvgmjwxrvq/
https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/lobbying?cycle=2024&ind=D
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While the military currently offers a “job guarantee” from the federal government, this paper proposes 
to re-allocate a por*on of the military budget to other areas of domes*c need, and to provide training 
and appren*ceship programs with guaranteed follow-on employment in other fields.  Not only will this 
provide alterna*ve op*ons for labor market entrants, but it may put upward pressure on the wages paid 
to lower- and middle-class earners in private labor markets.  

A 2018 report from Brookings found that 60 percent of enlistments come from middle-income 
households and that members of the military had higher earnings, on average, than their middle-class 
counterparts over the period 1990-2016, mainly because of private sector wage stagna*on.  There is 
some controversy as to whether the military has historically served as a “pathway out of poverty” or 
rather as a “poverty drac.”  It can be a source of employment, an opportunity to gain skills, and a means 
to gain a college educa*on; on the other hand, it can reinforce social hierarchies, and recruitment 
strategies have some*mes used social biases and preyed upon vulnerable popula*ons.  Having 
alterna*ve employment opportuni*es, training programs, and career ladders would alleviate the 
pressures some young people might feel to enter the military.  

By rebalancing the federal budget and inves*ng in clean energy and various infrastructure and job 
training programs, the federal government can provide some of these alterna*ves.  We propose two 
types of investments areas, as well as a shic in funding to par*ally fund each of these proposals. 

Two policy proposals: 
1. Investments in clean energy manufacturing, along with worker training and appren*ceship 

programs that would facilitate a “Just Transi*on”, both for workers leaving the military and for 
new workers entering the workforce and choosing clean energy rather than the military for their 
future career 

2. A “Rebuild America” program – A multi-year program which would include federal investments in 
different types of needed infrastructure and projects, such as building roads and bridges, parks and 
trails, water infrastructure, and schools, as well as providing various types of services such as 
education and healthcare.  People would apply to the program and enter into an apprenticeship 
program, during which time they would gain the skills they would need to work the next several 
years in the sector of the program they are entering.  For trail-building, it might be a short 
apprenticeship and a short program; for nursing or engineering it would obviously be longer.  The 
“Rebuild America” program would focus on investments and training where there are both critical 
skills gaps and critical needs for the domestic population and economy, in terms of durable 
investments and of services.  This would be a multi-decade agenda, with the types of investments 
shifting with the needs of each decade or era, as needs are both met and identified.  This type of 
proposal would help to replace the gap left by reducing the military budget, as people with less 
formal skills or education enter the labor market and seek an alternative to military enlistment; 
and it would replace any potential losses in economic production from military contracting, as the 
federal government will need to purchase goods and services for the Rebuild America program. 

Reducing the Military Budget by Ten Percent 
A first step in reducing an unbalanced federal budget will be to redirect ten percent of the military 
budget to other federal purposes.  While this has not been successfully accomplished in this na*on’s 
history, there is precedent for proposing bills and amendments in both the House and Senate. 
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In July 2025, New York Representa*ve Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez offered House Amendment 40, a Bill to 
reduce Pentagon spending by ten percent (10%).  The bill sought to reduce defense spending 
authoriza*on by $77 billion (or ten percent of the currently authorized level) and redirect the spending 
toward other federal needs.  Previously, in 2020 Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders introduced an 
amendment to the Na*onal Defense Authoriza*on Act to reduce the military budget by ten percent (or 
$74 billion at the *me). 

Currently the military budget totals roughly $1 trillion.  A ten percent reduc*on and shic in funds would 
free up $100 billion for other investments in the na*on’s economy, including clean energy 
manufacturing, rebuilding infrastructure, and inves*ng in the goods and services that Americans want 
and need — rather than an inflated military budget that priori*zes the profits of contractors.  
Understanding, however, that some workers and communi*es might face job losses or economic 
downturns resul*ng from a shic away from military produc*on, part of these funds would be used to 
support training programs and transi*onal assistance for workers and communi*es that are currently 
dependent upon military funding that could be cut. 

Inves<ng $100 Billion in Clean Energy / Infrastructure / Domes<c Priori<es 
We know from past research that various areas of federal investment create more jobs than the military, 
dollar for dollar.  For example, investments in educa*on create 13 jobs per $1 million, healthcare creates 
9 jobs per 1 million, and clean energy and infrastructure create 7-8 jobs per $1 million. In comparison, 
the military creates only 5 jobs per $1 million.18 

Shicing funds from the military to other sectors will create a net increase in jobs.  A shic of $1 billion 
from the military to clean energy, for example, would create a net increase of roughly 2,000-3,000 jobs.  
Each $1 billion shic to educa*on and healthcare would create a net increase of 4,000-8,000 jobs.  
However, it is not only the net increase that malers to workers and their communi*es.  We also need to 
think about the transi*onal impacts as we rebalance the budget.  Some workers and communi*es will be 
nega*vely impacted, even if the aggregated impact is posi*ve. 

A “Just Transi*on” includes various components.  It should include protec*ons and assistance both for 
workers and for communi*es who are heavily dependent on industries that will face heavy job losses.  
Therefore, we propose a set of investments and training programs that will serve American workers and 
communi*es, as an alterna*ve to joining the military; we also propose a Just Transi*on for workers and 
communi*es impacted by cuts to military spending. 

As of March 2026 (the latest quarterly report by the Defense Manpower Data Center), there were 1,335,749 
active-duty personnel worldwide, 771,212 national guard and reserves, and 701,953 DoD civilians, for a total 
of 2,809,044 civilian and uniformed personnel employed by the U.S. Department of Defense.19 

A ten percent reduc*on in military spending therefore poten*ally cuts some por*on of this workforce.  
This is an upper-bound es*mate, since a ten percent budget reduc*on could first be achieved by 
reducing waste, fraud, and abuse, and secondly by reducing the profitability of monopolis*c contracts.  
In fact, the en*re ten percent reduc*on in spending could be saved through these measures, with zero 

 
18 h\ps://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/paper/employment-impacts-cuts-federal-spending-not-all-cuts-are-created-equal 
19 Number of Military and DoD Appropriated Fund (APF) Civilian Personnel, as of March 31, 2026; see 
h\ps://dwp.dmdc.osd.mil/dwp/app/dod-data-reports/workforce-reports 

https://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/paper/employment-impacts-cuts-federal-spending-not-all-cuts-are-created-equal
https://dwp.dmdc.osd.mil/dwp/app/dod-data-reports/workforce-reports
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loss in personnel.  Es*mates of waste, fraud, and abuse are rou*nely es*mated to be 30-40 percent of 
DoD spending.20   

But erring on the side of being extremely conserva*ve and assuming that budgetary reduc*ons would be 
met with reduc*ons in opera*ons or personnel cuts, we look first at the propor*on of spending on 
personnel in the DoD budget.  According to the Congressional Budget Office, roughly one quarter of the 
DoD budget is spent on personnel.21  Thus, a ten percent decline in spending would result in, at most, a 
2.5 percent decline in personnel (one quarter of the 10 percent decline), if personnel costs are cut rather 
than elimina*ng waste/fraud/abuse or reducing monopolis*c contracts to achieve the needed savings. 

A 2.5 percent reduc*on in the current defense workforce of 2,809,044 armed and civilian personnel 
totals 70,226 workers who may lose their jobs.  For these workers, we need a Just Transi*on program.  
This could include: 

1. Early re*rement for workers who are near re*rement age 
2. Retraining and educa*on programs for younger workers 
3. Reloca*on assistance if needed 
4. Community grants or other financial support for heavily impacted communi*es 
5. Targeted investments for impacted communi*es 

This Just Transi*on program is modeled acer the programs laid out in Pollin, Wicks-Lim and Pel*er 
(2017) and Pollin et al. (2021), which are Just Transi*on programs for fossil fuel workers, and which 
readers are encouraged to explore for more details on costs, logis*cs, and ra*onale of such programs.22 

As shown in the above-men*oned studies, the costs of the program are manageable and would be a 
small percentage (less than one percent) of the total cost of investment in the Clean Energy and Rebuild 
America programs outlined here.  A shic in the federal budget away from the military and toward 
infrastructure and services that American workers need, along with training and appren*ceship 
programs to create a skilled and ready labor supply, would not only reshape the labor market by giving 
workers and poten*al workers more op*ons, but would also serve the needs of taxpayer and voters.  
And a Just Transi*on program, pursued in combina*on with these investments, would ensure that 
workers and communi*es who might face adverse consequences from this shic are made whole again.  

We do not cost out here the specifics for a program or set of programs but rather suggest that shicing 
ten percent of the na*on’s military budget could start to achieve a rebalancing of priori*es that would 
serve workers and communi*es.  For example, a $100 billion reduc*on (currently about 10 percent) in 
the military budget could be reallocated to: 

- $50 billion per year clean energy 
- $49 billion per year Rebuild America 
- $1 billion per year transi*onal assistance 

This would create jobs in clean energy manufacturing, and road and bridge repair (including construc*on 
and engineering), as well as healthcare and educa*on and other industries that American taxpayers and 

 
20 See, for example, discussions in PelYer 2020 h\ps://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/sites/default/files/papers/PelYer-Camo-
Economy.pdf or h\ps://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-112shrg72564/pdf/CHRG-112shrg72564.pdf 
21 h\ps://www.cbo.gov/topics/defense-and-naYonal-security/military-personnel  
22 h\ps://peri.umass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/WashingtonState_12-23-17.pdf and 
h\ps://reimagineappalachia.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pollin-et-al-PA-Final-Report-1-22-21.pdf  

https://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/sites/default/files/papers/Peltier-Camo-Economy.pdf
https://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu/sites/default/files/papers/Peltier-Camo-Economy.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-112shrg72564/pdf/CHRG-112shrg72564.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/topics/defense-and-national-security/military-personnel
https://peri.umass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/WashingtonState_12-23-17.pdf
https://reimagineappalachia.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pollin-et-al-PA-Final-Report-1-22-21.pdf
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voters priori*ze.  On net there will be an increase in employment.  A por*on of the shiced funds, 
importantly, will be targeted toward training, appren*ceship, and just transi*on programs for new 
workers and for workers transi*oning from military to non-military employment. 
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Appendix: Programs in Prac)ce 

Two Programs in Prac.ce 

The programs highlighted below are two examples of programs that have had some success in establishing 
training, appren9ceship, transi9on, and employment opportuni9es.  The first program, Clean Technology 
Training Trust (CTTT), is targeted toward preparing workers for the clean energy economy.  The second, UA 
Veterans in Piping, is aimed specifically at transi9oning military veterans into skilled employment post-
military service.  These present two models to build upon for regional or na9onal just transi9on programs. 

Clean Technology Training Trust 
The Clean Technology Training Trust (CTTT) represents a comprehensive workforce development model 
that connects educa9on and training directly to confirmed employer demand. CTTT operates three core 
programs: 

Pre-Appren9ceship Pathways: Focused on early exposure, career explora9on, and founda9on building for 
high school graduates, career changers, veterans, and adult learners; 

Registered Appren9ceships: Paid, structured, industry-led training programs registered with the U.S. 
Department of Labor; and 

Career Advancement: Upskilling and reskilling programs to help current employees adapt to evolving 
technology and minimize corporate turnover. 

CTTT's core innova9on is its "Job Guarantee Partnerships". Rather than training workers for specula9ve job 
openings, every CTTT pre-appren9ceship and registered appren9ceship is designed in collabora9on with 
employer partners. These programs are structurally linked to confirmed job opportuni9es with industry 
partners, ensuring that every par9cipant who successfully completes the training is guaranteed placement 
in a role that pays a family-sustaining wage with benefits. 

To build a sustainable pipeline of clean technology workers, CTTT partners with K-20 educa9onal 
ins9tu9ons, including K-12 school districts, community colleges, and universi9es, crea9ng seamless 
pathways from basic educa9on to cer9fied professional training. 

High-Skill Pipelines for Transitioning Military Personnel: UA Veterans in Piping 
The United Association Veterans in Piping (UA VIP) Program is a highly successful national model for 
transitioning active-duty military personnel into civilian careers in the pipe trades. Operating as an 
approved Department of Defense SkillBridge program, UA VIP is a collaborative partnership between the 
United Association of Journeymen and Apprentices of the Plumbing and Pipefitting Industry, military 
bases, and signatory contractors. 

The program is designed for active-duty service members of any military branch who are within their 180-
day transition window prior to discharge. It provides 18 weeks (720 hours) of accelerated, intensive 
training in three distinct tracks: 

-  Pipe Fitting / Welding  
-  Heating, Ventilation, Air Conditioning, and Refrigeration (HVAC-R)  
-  Sprinkler Fitting and Fire Suppression  

No prior pipe trades experience is required, making the program accessible to all service members. The 
training is entirely free to both participants and the Department of Defense, funded by the members of 
the United Association and its partner contractors through the UA International Training Fund. 

For more information on this topic, including the Policy Brief, please visit our policy page. 

Contacts:  Heidi Peltier: heidi_peltier@brown.edu 

https://peri.umass.edu/publication/de-militarizing-the-federal-budget-and-recalibrating-the-labor-market/
mailto:rb41%40cornell.edu?subject=
mailto:heidi_peltier%40brown.edu?subject=

