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The planet is heating up.  Fifteen of the sixteen hottest years ever recorded have occurred during 
this new century, and the near-unanimous scientific consensus attributes the principal cause to human 
activity.  

The U.S. military’s latest National Security Strategy describes climate change as “an urgent and 
growing threat to our national security, contributing to increased natural disasters, refugee flows, and 
conflicts over basic resources like food and water.”

What is the U.S. doing to respond to this urgent security threat? Among other things, undertaking the 
fourth in a series of National Climate Assessments analyzing the current state and future trends of our 
climate and how prepared we are for them. What the document won’t address: how much the federal 
government either is spending, or needs to spend, to respond to the threat. 

More importantly, the Obama administration has instituted a set of ground-breaking regulations to curb 
U.S. emissions. And in signing the historic Paris Agreement of 2015, the U.S. joined the rest of the 
world in committing to raise hundreds of billions of dollars for international climate finance.   These 
commitments are non-binding, however, and are based on the commingling of public and private 
money. And Congress has so far declined to appropriate money to fulfill them.     

For Administration officials, spending public money on climate change is almost a taboo topic.  
The reason, of course, is politics.  Climate deniers in Congress have been working to block federal 
action on climate for years.  The military has been a particular target.  As one congressman put it this 
year, “The military, the intelligence community [and] the domestic national security agencies should 
be focused on ISIS and not on climate change.”1 So a military that is always seeking to shape the 
environment to prevent conflict is going out of its way to emphasize that its actions to reduce its own 
emissions are about enhancing the military mission, not preventing climate change, and to obscure 
what it is spending to do so.
 
But an adequate response to this urgent security threat requires, first, knowing what we are currently 
spending, and second, assessing how much we need to spend to address it.

We know less about this than we used to.  

HOW MUCH WE SPEND ON CLIMATE CHANGE

Until recently, the executive branch periodically produced a Federal Climate Change Expenditures 
(FCCE) report, compiling figures on spending from multiple federal agencies.  The Institute for Policy 
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Studies (IPS) has used it to produce our report series comparing expenditures on traditional instruments 
of military security and on climate security since 2008.2 But the last FCCE report came out in August 
of 2013.  

So IPS has stepped in to produce a climate change budget for the United States.  This is a stopgap 
measure, filling in for a task that is properly the responsibility of the federal government.  We have 
followed as much as possible the parameters, categories and methodology of the past Federal Climate 
Change Expenditures reports.  We have relied only on government sources.  We cover the budget years 
FY 2015-2017, that is, the years since the last FCCE was produced.

We have benchmarked our accounting to the President’s Budget Request.  In the remarkably chaotic 
and dysfunctional budget process of recent years, the Request is the only component of the process that 
is completed and released at a reliable time, and in a consistent and reliable form.

Compiling a climate change budget has many challenges.  As mentioned, spending for this purpose 
is spread over numerous federal agencies, and is embedded in programs that include other purposes.  
When federal government personnel and resources are again applied to producing an official climate 
change spending report, as they should be, the figures we offer here will be further refined.  But since 
government is not currently performing this task, we have produced the best accounting now available.

Table 1 – Federal Climate Change Expenditures (in millions $)

Summary of Climate Change 
Expenditures FY 2015 FY 2016 FY 2017

U.S. Global Change Research 
Program (USGCRP)

2,4593 2,6824 2,8005

Clean Energy Technologies 6,6006 7,4007 9,4768

International Assistance9 83910 1,29011 1,33412

Adaptation 1,551 1,597 1,837
Energy Tax Provisions That May 
Reduce Greenhouse Gases13

5,040 5,510 5,040

Energy Payments in Lieu of Tax 
Provisions14

2,300 1,200 640

Total 18,789 19,679 21,127

The trajectory of climate change expenditures lines up with the story of recent federal spending writ 
large. Following the financial meltdown of 2008, the U.S. passed a major stimulus package, the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), to boost the U.S. economy. A substantial portion 
of the new investment went to funding for clean energy and transportation projects for two years. Then 
a new Congress shifted the focus to deficit reduction, passing the Budget Control Act (BCA) in 2011. 
This 10-year budget framework put caps on federal spending, and ended the ARRA’s significant energy 
transition funding stream. 

The Obama administration has managed to boost climate change spending modestly since then. But 
substantial new investment, such as existed with the ARRA, and would be commensurate with the 
magnitude of the climate crisis has been blocked. 
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HOW MUCH WE NEED TO SPEND

The consensus from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is that global greenhouse 
gas emissions must be reduced by 40 percent from 2005 levels by 2035. A 2014 report by the Political 
Economy Research Institute at the University of Massachusetts and the Center for American Progress, 
entitled, “Green Growth: A U.S. Program for Controlling Climate Change and Expanding Job 
Opportunities” calculated the U.S.’ necessary contribution to this goal. It estimates that $200 billion 
of investment per year across the public and private sectors will be required.15 The funds should be 
sufficient, when invested in clean energy infrastructure, to reduce annual U.S. energy consumption to 
70 quadrillion BTUs over the next twenty years, and thus reduce U.S. carbon emissions to the target 
3,200 mmt over the next 20 years.16

Of the $200 billion total investment, the authors estimate that $55 billion annually should come 
from the public sector. Public funding can be used to leverage private investment in clean energy 
technologies, energy-efficient buildings, and infrastructure improvements — projects that will protect 
the climate and create 2.7 million new jobs in the process.

The $21 billion that IPS has calculated is being requested for FY 2017 leaves a $34 billion shortfall.17

WHERE WILL THE MONEY COME FROM?

A perennial topic in defense policy circles is our government’s failure to connect its security strategy 
to the budgets that will pay for it. The U.S. military has identified climate change as an urgent security 
threat. Here is how U.S. spending to address this threat stacks up against the rest of the security budget 
that is focused on traditional instruments of military force:
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* In order to avoid double counting, we have subtracted Defense Department expenditures on climate 
change from the military budget figures. 

The imbalance between spending to deal with conflict by means of military force and spending to 
prevent the massive conflict-multiplier of climate change from emerging has improved slightly: from 
30:1 in FY 2015 and FY 2016, to 28:1 in the request for FY 2017. But spending 28 times as much on 
traditional military security as on climate security is hardly commensurate with the magnitude of this 
“urgent and growing threat to national security,” as the military has defined it. 

The pound of cure still vastly outweighs the ounce of prevention. Indeed, applying the proportions of 
pound-to-ounce, that is, 16:1, would be a huge improvement. 

THE U.S. VS. CHINA

According to the best available estimates, the U.S. spends more than two and a half times what China 
spends on its military forces. And China spends about one and a half times what the U.S. spends on 
climate change, as follows:

2015 2016
Military Climate Ratio Military Climate Ratio

United 
States 595.472

18.789 32:1 586.692 19.769 30:1

China 214.485 30.302 7:2 230.786 29.31 8:1

US-China 
Comparison 2.78:1

1:1.61 2.54:1 1:1.48
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While the U.S. spends 30 times more on traditional instruments of military security than on climate 
security in 2016, China is spending just 8 times as much on its military forces as on climate security. 

As is well known, the U.S. is far ahead of China in its commitments to reduce emissions. And China 
has now pulled ahead of the U.S. as the world “leader” in total current emissions. But it is not well 
known that by the measure of federal spending, as estimated, in China’s case, by independent United 
Nations sources, China has committed substantially more financial resources to climate security. It 
is making these investments not just out of a concern for the planet, but to take advantage of one of the 
major growth opportunities in the global economy. And China’s overall security budget currently 
reflects a balance between expenditures on military and climate that more closely tracks the 
magnitude of the security threat posed by climate change. 

INTERNATIONAL ASSISTANCE

As with the overall climate change budget, the Obama administration has managed an uptick in 
spending to assist other countries with their efforts to reduce emissions. Assistance to foreign militaries 
has fluctuated modestly, declining slightly in FY 2017. While the U.S. still spends far more to buttress 
foreign militaries than to prevent conflict by helping other countries with their energy transitions, it 
is in this category that the balance between spending on military as opposed to climate security has 
improved the most: a 10:1 balance in FY 2015 became a 6:1 balance in FY 2017.

Actually changing the shape of the spending pie will obviously require a much bigger shift of 
resources.

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

This is even more true in the case of research and development spending. While spending on 
greenhouse gas-reducing technology development has increased modestly during this three year period, 
spending on military technology development has done the same. The imbalance, therefore, remains 
nearly unchanged.
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TOWARD A BETTER BALANCE 

As the comparison of the budgets for traditional military force and for climate security make clear, 
climate change does not occupy space in the federal budget commensurate with the threat it poses to 
our security. 

Bringing our security policy in line with our security budget therefore requires adjusting overall U.S. 
security spending to align it with the magnitude of the threat, by reapportioning security resources 
within the Department of Defense and beyond it to the other federal agencies responsible for managing 
a clean energy and transportation transition. While the military will have to deal with many of the 
consequences of climate change, this is a challenge that can only be met by governments, businesses, 
and communities working together to make changes that will reduce greenhouse gas emissions across 
the planet. 

Our public debate includes much discussion of our “gutted” military. Yet, the military budget has 
actually climbed higher in recent years, in inflation-adjusted terms, than at any time since World War 
II—higher than during the Reagan buildup, higher than during the height of the Iraq and Afghan 
wars. The invocations of a “hollowed-out” military have as much to do with the profits of Pentagon 
contractors as with our security. The members of Congress whose campaigns are financed by those 
contractors are currently engaged in stuffing the Pentagon budget with funding the Pentagon didn’t 
even ask for and doesn’t want. And they are playing games to increase military spending beyond the 
caps imposed by the Budget Control Act by shifting more spending into the “Overseas Contingency 
Operations” account (the war budget), which is exempt from the caps — even though much of the 
spending has nothing to do with the wars we are fighting. 

Within the FY 2017 military budget request, though, there is plentiful low-hanging fruit—cuts that can 
be made with no sacrifice to U.S. security. In April of this year a collection of government watchdog 
groups from across the political spectrum sent a list of such cuts to Congress.18 They amount to $38 
billion—enough to make up the shortfall in necessary annual federal climate change expenditures, with 
$4 billion left over.

Such cuts would make possible such trade-offs as the following:
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Trade-offs

Cost Military Climate

$4,431 Million

Cancel the F-35, the most 
expensive weapon system 

ever envisioned, which cannot 
perform as well as the systems 

it is designed to replace.

Build 15 more offshore wind projects 
like Block Island, RI. Total generating 

capacity: 458 MW, or enough to 
power 120,000 U.S. homes19 20 21

$315.9 Million Cancel Air Launched Cruise 
Missile Follow-On (LRSO) 

Install 11.5 million square feet of solar 
panels on buildings, saving 210,000 

tons of CO2 annually22

$616.1 Million Cancel B61-12 Life Extension 
Program

Plant 10,000 acres of trees, saving 
around 296 million pounds of CO2 
and absorbing 6.1 billion gallons of 

rainfall23 24 25

$22,354.5 Million Reduce service contracting by 
15%

First year of a 20-yr plan to retrofit 
buildings and improve infrastructure, 
reducing building energy use by 37% 

(34 Q-BTUs)26

$1,598.9 Million Cancel or Pause the Littoral 
Combat Ship

Retrain the 150,000 workers in the 
domestic coal industry

($180mn – $1.8bn)27 28
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Preparing a Federal Climate Change Expenditures report should again be a regular responsibility 
     of the federal government.

2. This will require transparency on the part of all the relevant federal agencies, but in particular 
     the Department of Defense, which has been the most resistant to providing clear figures for its 
     spending on reducing its greenhouse gas emissions.

3. In addition, the federal budget itself should include a budget for these expenditures. We   
     recommend that the Analytical Perspectives volume accompanying the federal budget include 
     a Climate Change Funding analysis providing a comprehensive accounting of expenditures 
     across federal agencies. 

4. This analysis needs to become incorporated into the United States’ overall security budget 
     planning.   A broader set of reforms to connect U.S. security policy planning with security 
     budgeting has been laid out in a series of annual joint Institute for Policy Studies/Center for  
     American Progress reports titled “A Unified Security Budget for the United States.”29 They 
     include “establishing a small cohort across the NSC and OMB staff with the … necessary 
     breadth of experience to consider the tradeoffs inherent in a unified security budget,” as well 
     as changes in budget documentation and the structures of congressional oversight and the        
     budget process. 

5. This overall security budget planning must make it a priority to correct the imbalance between 
     expenditures on military and climate security.
 
6. The reapportionment of funds within an overall security budget should include cutting 
     unnecessary military programs that have more to do with security for contractor profits than for 
     our nation. 

7. The reapportionment of resources within an overall security budget should be benchmarked to 
     an assessment of how much public investment in climate security is necessary to fulfill the U.S. 
     commitment to the goal of keeping global warming below 2 degrees Celsius.


