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In-Depth Reports

he Islamic Republic boasts a large and expanding nuclear program, the most capable missile and drone force

in the Middle East, and a broad network of proxies that threaten U.S. interests. Nevertheless, scholars have

devoted little attention to a key area: Iran’s defense spending. Although the data is publicly available, tabulating it is

more difficult than one might assume, and three particular hazards await: (1) conversion of Iranian rials to dollars at

unrealistic rates, (2) reliance on spending plans as opposed to actual spending, and (3) undercounting. Thus, any

attempt to understand Iran’s military spending must scrupulously avoid such traps. 
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A close analysis suggests the United States must adopt a broader strategy to
counter Iran’s military ambitions alongside its nuclear ones.

In this Policy Note, Iran expert Henry Rome offers the most detailed public accounting yet of Tehran’s recent defense

spending, illustrated by charts showing domestic trends and comparisons with regional rivals. The findings show

how spending surged following the 2015 nuclear deal and plummeted following the U.S. withdrawal from the deal in

2018. They also suggest that a new nuclear accord with Washington will likely prompt another increase, demanding

a broader strategy to counter Iran’s military ambitions alongside its nuclear ones.
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