
COVID-19 TRADEOFFS

In the past decade, we have spent trillions of dollars on military force structure at the expense of domestic programs that 
could prepare us to combat threats to our security like climate change, biothreats, and poverty. This year, the Trump admin-
istration is slated to spend over $740 billion1 on the Pentagon. These priorities make Americans less safe when the problems 
we face lack clear-cut military solutions.
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Defense priorities in the context of human security

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that the United States is not prepared 
to handle non-traditional threats to our security. The White House’s National 
Security Council Directorate for Global Health Security and Biodefense2 was 
established after the Ebola epidemic in 2014 to prepare for the next disease 
outbreak and prevent another pandemic. President Trump and former Na-
tional Security Advisor John Bolton shuttered its doors3 in 2018. The Trump 
administration instead prioritized superfluous weapons programs and opera-
tions that do not help Americans stay safe from an outbreak like we now face. 

The following table lends insight into how these funding priorities could have been better spent on preparing for and treat-
ing patients affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Reports have suggested that, as of March 24th, the United States will 
need 300,0004 ICU beds, 1,400,0005 inpatient beds, 200,0006 ventilators, 3.5 billion7 masks, and 100 million8 COVID-19 tests. 
The table shows how many beds, ventilators, masks, and tests the US could buy using each line item’s budget assuming it 
spent 5% on ICU beds, 20% on inpatient beds, 25% on ventilators, 12.5% on masks and 37.5% on tests.

Cost ICU Beds Inpatient Beds Ventilators Masks Tests

Global annual expenditure on nuclear weapons $105 billion9 190,909 2,800,000 700,000 22,629,310,345 29,583,020

FY 20 Overseas Contingency Operations $71.5 billion10 130,000 1,906,667 476,667 15,409,482,758 20,144,628

FY 20 Nuclear weapons spending $37.3 billion11 67,818 994,666 248,666 8,040,000,000 10,509,015

A Single Aircraft Carrier $12 billion12 21,818 320,000 80,000 2,586,206,896 3,380,916

FY 20 F-35 program $11.2 billion13 20,363 298,667 74,667 2,413,793,103 3,155,522

FY 20 Space Force $40.4 million14 73 1,077 269 8,706,897 11,382

The calculations were made using the following cost estimates: ICU beds: $27,50015, Inpatient beds: $7,50016, Ventilators: $37,50017, Masks: $0.5818, Tests: $1,33119

As the table illustrates, if the US cut just portions of these line items, we would free up the resources necessary to combat 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The threat our country faces today does not have a military solution, but the Department of De-
fense’s resources could still do enormous good if reallocated for emergency management.
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The concept of redefining national security to include economic, health, food, 
and environmental insecurities is not new. According to UNGA resolution 
66/290 in 2005, human security “is an approach to assist Member States in 
identifying and addressing widespread and cross-cutting challenges to the 
survival, livelihood and dignity of their people.” It calls for “people-centred, 
comprehensive, context-specific and prevention-oriented responses that 
strengthen the protection and empowerment of all people.”20 

The US should fund initiatives that bolster human security by cutting excessive 
and expensive weapons systems, eliminating the Overseas Contingency Op-
erations that fuels wars in the Middle East, and comprehensively reassessing 
funding for nuclear modernization on the budgetary horizon.

“The battle of peace has to be fought on 
two fronts. The first is the security front 
where victory spells freedom from fear. The 
second is the economic and social front 
where victory means freedom from want. 
Only victory on both fronts can assure the 
world of an enduring peace....No provisions 
that can be written into the Charter will en-
able the Security Council to make the world 
secure from war if men and women have no 
security in their homes and their jobs.”

- US Secretary of State
Edward R. Stettinius, 1945
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