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Introduction 

The defence budget of India has seen a hike of 6 per cent, from Rs 3.18 lakh crore 

from the year 2019 to Rs 3.37 lakh crore in 2020. Armed forces are less enthusiastic 

as always since the major chunk of this budget outlay caters to the revenue expenses 

rather than capital acquisitions. In addition, the Government of India (GOI) has stalled 

many important acquisitions in view of the ongoing pandemic which would affect the 

battle readiness of the Force. The Ministry of Finance always targets defence budget 

whenever an economic crisis arises. Armed forces are now busy redoing their defence 

preparedness aligning with the new budget outlay. The article tries to explore a few 

unconventional steps whereby the nation can cope up with a depleted defence budget 

during the ongoing pandemic. 

A Comparison 

Since India perceives China as the main adversary in defence preparedness, it would 

be prudent to draw a parallel with the Chinese. Though India’s defence budget has 

been increasing every year, the outlay is not enough for it to catch-up with China which 

spends on defence more than triple the amount being spent by India. Beijing’s defence 

budget was US$ 249.9 bn in 2019, while India was at US$ 62 bn. But in terms of GDP, 

India spends 2.5 per cent of the GDP on defence whereas China spends only 1.9 per 

cent of its GDP. China’s steady ramping up of defence budget outlay over the years 

is a concern for India. As China considers the US as its main adversary, it may 

continue to pump more money for defence preparedness in the coming years. 

https://www.financialexpress.com/
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Underlying Trend 

The gap between India and China’s military spending is widening year after year. A 

mere comparison with China shows the inadequacy of our defence budget over the 

years. The imbalance is severe and needs to be attended to avoid a possible military 

threat from China.  

Graph 1: India vs China: Budget Allocation over the Years. 

 

Source: https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx. 

Surviving on a Low Defence Budget 

It is a tough call for the armed forces to manage the battle resources with a low budget, 

where-in the salary for men in uniform cannot be compromised. In addition, armed 

forces need to extend the life of old weapons and platforms and continue using them 

till the replacement arrives. Mig 21 of IAF is a classic example of procrastination 

costing lives of 200 pilots till date. Delay in defence acquisition would not only affect 

the fighting capability but also the planning behind the recruitment, training and 

allocation of skilled manpower. While the challenge and responsibility of maintaining 

battle readiness remains with the armed forces, certain other factors can act as a relief 

to the economic crisis followed by the pandemic. 

 

1. Keeping Threat Perception Low 

The possibility of a confrontation with immediate neighbours has become very 

remote in view of the present geopolitical milieu of South Asia. Pakistan’s economy 

has touched bottom. There is a slowdown in China which has been aggravated by 

the corona pandemic. Hegemony enjoyed by India in the sub-continent will 
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continue unabated in the coming years. As long as there is peace, armed forces 

can delay their acquisition plans.  

2. Embracing Technology 

The Government of India has given an impetus to the up-gradation of technology 

and systems along with the replacement of old weapon systems with new ones. 

The manpower requirement has been trimmed by deploying more automated 

systems across the board in Army, Navy and Air-Force. Henceforth, the expansion 

of armed forces will be done without increasing the manpower proportionately. 

Technology will remain as the biggest enabler for the growth of armed forces and 

the trend will continue in the future. 

 3. Reducing Arms Imports 

Currently, a large amount of weapons, platforms and systems are imported to keep 

the force battle-ready. A large chunk of budget allocation goes for acquisitions from 

abroad. Our indigenous defence production is steadily going up. Delaying 

procurement plans and sourcing indigenous vendors would be a ‘win-win’ situation 

for the Government and domestic manufactures in future. Reduction of arms import 

can save a huge forex. 

4. Tasking CDS for Full-scale Integration 

Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) has assumed office and the Department of Military 

Affairs (DMA) has come into existence under the Ministry of Defence (MoD). CDS 

can integrate the operations of the Indian Army, Air Force and Navy by 

cooperating in operation, logistics, transport, training, support services, 

communications, repairs and maintenance. This would ensure optimal utilisation 

of infrastructure and rationalise resources and force deployment, thus help in 

bringing the military expenditure down. 

5. Global Slowdown 

The global economic slowdown post COVID-19 will certainly bring down the arms 

race across the world. China’s slowdown is a blessing in disguise and a cut in 

Chinese defence expenditure can be expected in the coming years. 

 

6. Keeping Close Ties with the US 

Though the pandemic has taken a huge toll on the United States, it still enjoys the 

number one position as a military might. The country still remains as a watchdog 

of freedom and sovereignty across the globe. A very close relationship with the US 

would certainly help India survive in the unbalanced unipolar world. Besides, 

frequent military exercises with the US would help India in the long run. Recent 

military acquisitions from the US would facilitate interoperability with the US forces 
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and NATO during combat. Visit of the American President Donald Trump to India 

in February 2020 has cemented a strategic military partnership between India and 

the US. 

7. Re-focus on Subcontinent and IOR 

India should always keep its military ambition within the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) 

and the subcontinent as our force cannot handle engagements beyond the IOR 

with the present constraints. As a policy, Indian should focus on using its forces to 

defend the nation and its interests within the geographical limits.  

8. Austerity by Armed Forces 

The suggestion for a self-imposed austerity may not augur well with the armed 

forces. But there is a vast scope for muting some expenditure from the revenue 

outlay. Graph 2 shows the increasing revenue component over the years. If 

trimming the revenue expenditure is done judiciously, a moderate amount can be 

recovered and reallocated to capital budget.  

Graph 2: Defence Budget Revenue vs Capital Outlay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: https://idsa.in/issuebrief/defence-budget-2018-19. 

 9. Networking with New Friendly Nations  

India has been very successful in establishing a strategic relationship with 

friendly nations across the Indian Ocean. This would facilitate getting access to 

their sea ports and air stripes. The policy of networking with more Foreign 

Friendly Nations (FFN) from across the Gulf, East Africa and the South East 

Asian archipelago should continue. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs can work in 

conjunction with the armed forces towards achieving this goal.  

 

10. Delegating and Subcontracting Tasks 
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Delegating and contracting a few fringe tasks and responsibilities by the armed 

forces can help in cost cutting. Armed forces can also explore areas where they 

can deploy or utilise contracted personnel. Tasks that do not have any direct 

implications on combat operations can be delegated to them. Training and 

logistics are the potential areas where a haircut can be introduced. 

11. COVID-19 and Military Spending 

The COVID-19 pandemic seems to have reduced the enmity between many 

nations. The military spending across the world has taken a back seat since the 

pandemic has hit globally. Most of the military acquisitions and associated 

spending are being aborted by nations due to the paucity of funds. Hence, India 

can also balance with the potential enemies by managing with a low budget. 

12. Deferring New Recruitment 

A major chunk of the defence budget is allocated for the revenue expenditure 

of the armed forces, of which salary is the major sub-component. By reducing 

the annual intake of soldiers, a good amount of salary and cost to company 

(CTC) can be reduced. This is a delicate exercise which needs utmost 

proficiency to carry out without damaging the potency of the fighting force.  

Conclusion 

Protecting the nation with a depleting defence budget is a challenging task. In order to 

minimise the spending, there is a need to look for out of the box solutions. While doing 

this, the requirements of armed forces—critical for the nation’s security—should never 

be undermined. The Government will have to explore unconventional practises with 

the consent of the armed forces to help the defence sector survive during COVID 

times. 
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