Readiness is high but not infallible  -- Recruitment is key
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Today's U.S. national defense budget is certainly large by some measures. It exceeds the Cold War average for the United States of about $575 billion as expressed in 2020 dollars. The U.S. national defense budget, which does not include budgets for the Department of Veterans Affairs or the Department of Homeland Security (but does include Department of Energy nuclear weapons expenses as well as most intelligence accounts and war costs), constitutes nearly 40 percent of global military spending. America’s allies and close friends account for another third or so of the global total, meaning that the Western alliance system wields the preponderance of global military resources even in the context of China’s rise and Russia’s revanchism.
Individual parts of the defense budget are reasonably healthy, too. Military compensation compares well with civilian jobs requiring comparable skills and experience across the preponderance of military
specialties. Weapons procurement budgets exceed $100 billion a year; the so-called “procurement holiday" of the 1990s and early 2000s is definitively over. Research and development budgets in 2019 are also robust. Funds for training are proportionate to the size of the force, akin to Reagan-era levels as well in terms of flight hours, steaming days, major ground exercises, and the like. The same is true of maintenance budgets. The problem with the latter accounts in recent years has been unpredictability and delay more than inadequate resources.
But at the same time, U.S. defense spending is hardly huge or unaffordable. Relative to the size of the economy, it is down to about 3.5 percent of GDP, after having reached nearly 5 percent in the latter George W. Bush and early Obama years. During the Cold War, it varied roughly between 5 percent and 10 percent of GDP. by way of comparison. Also, today’s U.S. military is modest in size. Its 1.3 million active-duty uniformed personnel are far fewer than the Cold War force that exceeded 2 million during its latter decades. It is also smaller than China’s and not much bigger than the Indian or North Korean militaries. In short it is a reasonably expensive but affordable military that relies on sustaining a qualitative edge over adversaries to maintain its combat punch, and to protect U.S. interests across the globe.
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