Arms key to diplomacy — signals long-term relationships. 
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In addition to empowering allies and partners, U.S. security assistance has an added strategic benefit: it helps solidify diplomatic ties between these countries and the United States. It helps solidify partnerships and ensure their durability. The reason the State Department — as the lead diplomatic agency — also directs security assistance and regulates exports of military hardware is because these programs have broad foreign policy implications. Security assistance and the export of military systems, either as a government-to-government transfer or commercial transfer, is fundamentally a foreign policy act.
Reaching out a hand to assist and secure a partner country can immediately and directly advance diplomatic relationships. If a country is willing to cooperate in the sensitive area of national defense, they are more likely to cooperate in other areas as well. When a country acquires an advanced U.S. defense system, they are not simply buying a product to enhance their security, they are also seeking a relationship with the United States. The United States promotes a total package approach to Foreign Military Sales where we provide not just the weapons platform, but the spare parts and training required to operate and maintain the weapons system. When the U.S. transfers a weapon system, it is not just providing a country with military hardware, it is both reinforcing diplomatic relations and establishing a long-term security partnership. The complex and technical nature of advanced defense systems frequently requires collaboration and interaction between countries. This may include training and support in the use of the system, assistance in maintenance, and help to update and modernize the system throughout its life-cycle. This engagement helps build bilateral ties and creates strong incentives for recipient countries to maintain good relations with the United States. Security assistance therefore helps undergird these diplomatic relationships.
One way to conceptualize the transfer of an advanced defense system, such as a fighter aircraft, is to think about the sale of a new smart-phone. When someone buys a smart-phone, they are not simply buying a piece of hardware; they are buying a system that includes the operating system; the system’s software for email, photos, and music; as well as access to many other available applications. Therefore, an individual is in fact entering into a relationship with a particular smart-phone company over the life of that phone. Similarly, when a country buys a fighter jet or other advanced defense system from a U.S. company, they are not just getting the hardware; they are buying a larger system, one that will need to be updated and repaired throughout its lifespan, which in the case of a fighter jet can be as long as 40 years. This means that in purchasing the hardware, the buyer is actually committing to a broader long-term relationship with the United States. Should a country decide to break with the United States, they would potentially endanger their access to all the technology, parts, and components which make that piece of hardware work as intended. Defense trade decisions are therefore often intensely political decisions that steer the diplomatic strategic course of a country for decades. Expanding the defense trade is therefore a critical component of our engagement with both longstanding allies and new potential partners.
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