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US MILITARY AID IN ASIA 
Rayan V Bhagwagar1* 

 

The American government has engaged in a bid for global presence and dominance since the 

fall of the USSR. But way before Premier Gorbachev tore down the wall, the United States, to 

further this objective had been involved in several aid programmes across the globe. From 

Colombia to Iraq, the United States has been committed to enforcing its interests through 

several (military & security as well as economic) programmes that include security issues 

ranging from countering narcoterrorism and human trafficking to radical Islamic terrorism and 

counter-militancy. For America, its foreign assistance programmes act as one of its strongest 

tools of diplomacy; one which attained shape as the US Marshal Plan at the end of the second 

World War. Foreign assistance programmes by the United States (including the Marshal Plan) 

were meant to sway states into joining the Western bloc and ensuring the growth of liberal 

capitalism, countering the spread of the ‘contagious communist virus’ coming from the East. 

 

The Cold war ended with the triumph of open-market capitalism in the 1990s. The US has one 

of the largest federal budgets in the world, standing at roughly four trillion USD (4.15 trillion 

USD as of 2016), which includes the administrative expenditure in Washington. Of that, just 

about a percent – 42.2 billion USD – is kept aside for foreign assistance, which is handled 

jointly by the Department of State (DOS) and the Department of Defense (DOD) (Bearak and 

Gamio 2016). While the Department of State handles the economic, healthcare as well as 

security programmes, the DOD handles exclusively the assistance that Washington provides in 

the field of military and security cooperation programmes, to over 150 countries. Much of the 

foreign military assistance provided by the administration in Washington goes to the Asian 

states, specifically West Asian nations. However, states of Central Asia, South Asia, and 

Southeast Asia, have also been a recipient to this aid.  

 

WEST ASIA 

 

West Asia can be considered to be the matchbox of the world. A tiny spark can send the region 

into a state of chaos and violence. If we consider the end of the second World War to be the 

dawn of a ‘new world’, this region has been in the aforementioned state for over seven decades, 

if not more. The creation of the State of Israel sparked a fire, fumes of which continue to burn 

to this day. The Cold war between the capitalist and communist blocs did not leave this region 

untouched. The Soviets and now the Russians have held considerable footholds in the region. 

The Americans have also developed close ties with several West Asian states, with the 

transformation of the regional Arab-Israeli conflict into a more ‘localised’ Israeli-Palestinian 
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dispute. The politics of the states continue to be influenced by the interests of both regional and 

global players. The US too has embedded interests in the region, moulded by the administration 

and lobbyists in Washington. 

 

As per data from a 2018 congressional report, the State of Israel is the single largest recipient 

of federal funds as part of several DOS/DOD security assistance and cooperation programmes, 

estimated at 3.1 billion USD (Epstein and Rosen 2018). The Israelis continue to remain one of 

the closest and most well-knit allies of the Americans, with several pro-Israel/Jewish/Zionist 

lobbyist groups across the US ensuring that the American legislature and executive continue 

with friendly policies towards the West Asian state. While in the past the Israelis have received 

economic stimulus and developmental aid from the Americans, all current aid programmes are 

in the field of military and security cooperation and development. In a 2019 congressional 

report, aid provided to Israel was recorded at a high of 3.3 billion USD (Congressional 

Research Service 2019). Apart from this, the United States also has in place an apparatus that 

enables reserves ‘war material and equipment’ that can be tapped in times of war, with 

permission from the US congress. The ‘War Reserves Stock Allies – Israel’ (WRSA-I) 

programme was set up in the 1990s for Israel to use in the eventuality of war, especially in case 

it had depleted its resources and was in a dire fighting position. As of 2014, the WRSA-I 

programme value stands at 1.8 billion USD. Israel has also been privy to access sensitive 

American defence research programmes, including the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter programme. 

The United States has also invested heavily in the research and development of the Israeli 

developed Iron Dome batteries, which defend heavily populated areas against projectiles 

launched from the Palestinian territories and Gaza. 

 

The Iraqis are the second-largest recipients of American military assistance and aid 

programmes in West Asia. Since the toppling of the notorious dictatorial regime of Saddam 

Hussein in 2003, the Americans have had a military presence in the country, aiding the 

government it helped set up in establishing, training, and supplying the Iraqi security forces 

with American equipment. The Government of Iraq is a priority partner in the global war on 

terrorism, providing American forces with bases in the country to launch operations against 

radical Islamic terror groups such as Daesh (ISIS/ISIL) and Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). 

Washington’s interests lie in an independent, stable and American-friendly Iraq that can 

contribute constructively to the fight against terrorism and bridge the sectarian divide that is 

ripping apart the country’s politics. As per data from a 2018 congressional report, Iraq is the 

recipient of 732 million USD as part of several military aid and financing programmes. The 

United States has been committed to the Iraq Security Forces Fund (ISFF) which aims at 

supporting the Iraqi military, paramilitary and police forces build their capacity and capability 

in security operations, peacekeeping and military logistical infrastructure which can in the 

long-term support the global coalition against Daesh and other terror organisations. The US is 

now, however, in an uncertain position in Iraq since the assassination of Iranian top-notch 

General Qasem Soleimani in Baghdad earlier this year. Iraq and Iran have also over the years 

begun to develop deeper and friendlier ties with one another. A complete withdrawal of 

American troops from Iraq is on the table; however, the administration in Washington says that 
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it will stop the flow of military aid financing to Iraq if its troops are asked to leave (Salama 

2020). 

 

West Asia’s third-largest recipient is the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The United States and 

Jordan have shared close military and intelligence cooperation for many years now. Jordan 

plays an important role in securing the mutual interests of the US on curbing the transfer and 

trade of arms to radical organisations as well as counter-terrorism operations in the region. 

Jordan has been at the receiving end of foreign military financing and security cooperation 

funding of around 2.03 billion USD since 2014 along with other programmes that help Jordan 

build its military capacity. The United States has also committed over a billion USD to the 

Hashemite Kingdom since the beginning of the Syrian crisis, with Jordan receiving the highest 

number of refugees from its civil-war torn neighbour. Further, the United States has supported 

the Jordan Border Security Program, an integrated border security surveillance, detection, and 

interdiction system along 350 miles of Jordan’s land borders since 2009, at a cost of over $234 

million. All of these funds support provision of equipment and other assistance, Jordan urgently 

needs to respond to transnational threats along its border and participate in Global Coalition 

operations, including spare parts for F-16 aircraft and UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters, precision-

guided munitions, night vision devices, small arms, and other essential equipment (Bureau of 

Political-Military Affairs, Department of State 2020). 

 

CENTRAL & SOUTH ASIA 

 

When the United States looks at Central Asia, it sees only two things: former Soviet republics 

and a former militant state i.e. the Emirate of Afghanistan which was ruled over by the Taliban 

between the years 1996 and 2001, when the United States deployed troops after the declaration 

of the global war on terror, post-September 11, 2001. South Asia plays a very important role 

in this regard. While Pakistan is the stepping stone into Afghanistan, India is the only state 

capable of countering Chinese aggression. 

 

Afghanistan is among the largest recipients of US military aid and financing. As of June 2020, 

US military engagement in Afghanistan appears closer to an end, in light of the February 29, 

2020 signing of a US-Taliban agreement on the issues of counterterrorism and the withdrawal 

of US and international troops from the country (Clayton 2020). The US has also committed, 

over the years, to several programmes including the Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF), 

which aims to produce independent, self-sufficient, and well-trained armed security forces in 

Afghanistan. The DoD describes the program thusly: “For DoD to provide assistance to the 

security forces of Afghanistan to include the provision of equipment, supplies, services, 

training, facility and infrastructure repair, renovation and construction, and funding” (Bearak 

and Gamio 2016). Afghanistan has been at the receiving end of over 3.6 billion USD as part of 

military and security cooperation programmes, including the ASFF which stands at about 3.4 

billion USD of the total (Epstein and Rosen 2018). Apart from this major program, Afghanistan 

also receives fund appropriated towards the International Narcotics Control and Law 

Enforcement (INCLE) programme, since a major chunk of terror groups’ funding comes from 
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the trade of narcotics (such as poppy) which have historically been grown in several regions 

across of the country. More recently, the growing differences and tensions between Afghan 

President Ashraf Ghani and Chief Executive Officer Dr Abdullah Abdullah have led to the 

Department of State declaring the funds to be cut off up to one billion USD, the revival of 

which remains unclear. 

 

Pakistan also plays an important role in the decades' long Afghan conflict. Since joining the 

American side in the Cold war, Pakistan has acted as the gateway for all American assistance 

to the landlocked country – whether military or economic. To ensure the continued support in 

this conflict, the United States also provides military assistance to Pakistan. These funds are 

directed towards strengthening Pakistan’s military position in countering the spread of 

terrorism, cooperating in the sphere of intelligence, and also ensuring the security and 

sovereignty of its porous border with Afghanistan i.e. the Durand Line. How these funds are 

actually used by Islamabad, however, continue to remain a notorious question. The Pakistan 

Counterinsurgency Fund (PCF) appropriates roughly 400 million USD to provide assistance 

for Pakistan’s security forces to bolster their counterinsurgency efforts (Epstein and Rosen 

2018). Including other programmes, Pakistan receives a total of about 533 million USD every 

year in the field of military and security cooperation and capability development from the 

United States. Since 2002 and the launch of the global war on terrorism (Op Enduring 

Freedom), Pakistan, as per reports from March 2020, has received over 8.2 billion USD in 

military aid and financing programmes, apart from other economic packages. 

 

SOUTHEAST AND EAST ASIA 

 

Southeast Asia is one of the most important geostrategic locations in today’s geopolitics, which 

is at par with West Asia. The region is home to the ‘golden triangle’ of the narcotics world 

which pump drug pipelines stretching all the way to Russia and Europe. The region also hosts 

some of the busiest maritime trade routes and sea lanes of communication through strategically 

important choke points. While the regional grouping – Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) – can be considered to be strong in certain economic issues, the region lacks the 

capability to truly deter aggressive Chinese expansionism, specifically in the South China Sea. 

In a bid to distract its population and the world from the internal issues and concerns of the 

country, and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the leadership under the helm of Xi Jinping 

has opened several fronts and confrontations. This distraction includes confrontations with 

India in Ladakh, Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh, with Nepal in northern districts of Humla, 

Rasuwa, Sindhupalchowk and Sankhuwasabha and in the past with Bhutan – the 73 days long 

Doklam standoff. China has also in the past had several disputes with its Central Asian 

neighbours such as Kazakhstan. 

 

China’s policy of aggressive expansionism has had implications not only on the terrestrial 

domain but also on the maritime domain. In the South China Sea, the Chinese Militia, and the 

Peoples Liberation Army – Navy (PLA(N)) enforce Beijing’s ‘Nine-Dash-Line’ Policy, which 

demarcates Chinese claims of sovereignty over what are actually the Exclusive Economic 
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Zones of the neighbouring South-East Asian nations including Malaysia, Vietnam, Brunei, the 

Philippines and Taiwan (ROC). Many of the ‘islands’ in the South China Sea are inhabitable 

and inhospitable – merely rocks, reefs and atolls above sea level, therefore unable to support 

human civilisation. However, China has been engaged in building on and developing these 

shoals and isles into man-made islands. Some of the groups of islands that are part of this 

dispute include the Spratly, Riau and the Paracel islands. China is also engaged in a head-on 

collision with Japan in the East China Sea, where the Chinese have been claiming sovereignty 

over the Exclusive Economic Zones of Japan and South Korea. The Chinese also began to 

claim sovereignty over the Senkaku islands (known as Daiyou in PRC) after the Americans 

ended its military occupation in the 1970s. Chinese patrol boats and corvettes are a common 

sight off the shore of Senkaku, which are regularly countered by the Japanese Navy.  

 

As a result of the Chinese aggression, the region is of high importance to the American 

administration in Washington considering that the Americans have close alliances and political 

interests in the area– that of countering any further Chinese expansion/foothold into Southeast 

Asia and also securing free passage of trade and commerce on the high seas. 

 

The Philippines is a member of the Pentagon’s Foreign Military Financing programme and 

receives an obligated amount of 40 million USD per annum, which goes into the procurement 

of defence equipment, training, and allied services. The island country also receives another 33 

million USD as part of the Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative (MSI), which provides 

assistance and training to national military and security forces for the purpose of increasing 

maritime security and maritime domain awareness of foreign countries along the South China 

Sea. A year after coming to power in Manila, Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte was faced 

with perhaps one of the toughest challenges that any leader can face: Daesh had entered the 

country through alliances with Mindanao based radical Islamic terror outfits Maute and Abu 

Sayyaf. What followed was the Battle of Marawi city, a siege that destroyed much of the old 

city’s cultural centres. The Filipinos were able to achieve a decisive victory against the Salafist 

militants and prevented the establishment of an East Asian emirate of the Islamic State. Taking 

this into consideration, the United States committed 26 million USD to the Filipino government 

as part of its efforts in countering the spread of terrorism, under the Anti-Terrorism Assistance 

Training Programme. The programme has served as the primary provider of US government 

antiterrorism training and equipment to law-enforcement agencies of partner nations 

throughout the world and has delivered counterterrorism training to more than 90,000 law 

enforcement personnel from 154 countries (USAID Data Services 2020). 

 

After almost half a century since the end of the conflict, Vietnam has been part of the DOD’s 

Foreign Military Financing programme, with the Pentagon having spent 12 million USD in the 

year 2019 for the procurement of defence equipment, training, and allied services for the 

Vietnamese armed forces. The DOD also spends 95,000 USD yearly as part of the Ministry of 

Defense Advisors (MoDA) programme which aims to improve the ministerial capacity of the 

country. Like the Philippines, Vietnam is also a part of the Southeast Asia Maritime Security 

Initiative aiming to counter Chinese expansionism in the South China Sea. Vietnam has over 
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the years had several encounters with the PLA(N). There have been multiple naval clashes in 

the last century as well as this one. In 2014, a Vietnamese vessel that was shadowing a PLA(N) 

that had entered Vietnamese waters, was rammed into by the said Chinese naval vessel. Apart 

from the South China Sea and the broader Chinese threat, Vietnam is also part of the 

International Counterproliferation Programme sponsored by the Pentagon and run jointly with 

the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 

The initiative provides training and detection equipment to participating countries in Europe, 

Asia, and Africa to enhance and improve foreign capabilities to combat the proliferation of 

WMD and related materials across international borders. The DoD joint program aids host 

country law enforcement agencies that deter, detect, identify, investigate, and respond to crimes 

involving WMD proliferation and terrorism, and assists in the continuing development of a 

professional cadre of the border, customs, and law enforcement personnel (USAID Data 

Services 2020). 

 

The other major player in the region that receives funding from Washington in the field of 

military and defence is Indonesia. Indonesia is perhaps the most strategically located country 

in Southeast Asia, with the most major straits connecting the region to the Indian Ocean Region 

(IOR), part of their territory and several important shipping lanes and trade routes passing 

through their sovereign waters. Some of these geostrategic choke points include the Malacca, 

Ombai-Wetar, Sunda and Lombok Straits. The blockage of these chokepoints to commercial 

shipping can deal a serious blow to the Chinese, considering that 80% of the Chinese 

economy’s oil intake comes from West Asia, via the straits of Indonesia (specifically the 

Malacca). China has increasingly been asserting itself and its aggressive expansionist policies 

in the South China Sea, claiming sovereignty not only over island groupings but also over the 

Exclusive Economic Zones of neighbouring region states. Taking up a stand to defend freedom 

of navigation in the region, the United States along with several partners with aligning interests 

formed the Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative to counter growing Chinese 

expansionism.  

 

As a member of this initiative, Indonesia receives over 1.5 million USD from the DOD (data 

as of 2018). The DOD also provides the Indonesians with 14 million USD for the acquisition 

of defence and military equipment, training, and other allied services, as part of its Foreign 

Military Financing programme. Indonesia also happens to be the country with the largest 

Islamic population in the world, with many sympathisers for radical Islamic terrorist outfits in 

West Asia, therefore, prone to being radicalised and stirring up chaos. In the time post-2008, 

Indonesia began to crack down on Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) – a terror outfit with links to the Al-

Qaeda. The country had witnessed multiple terror attacks claimed by Islamist militants and the 

JI had been recruiting and shipping off militants to fight in Syria (Agence France Presse 2020). 

The American administration also grants Jakarta with over 750,000 USD for building 

partnerships in the struggle against violent extremism through targeted, non-lethal, counter-

terrorism education and training for mid to senior-level international military officers, ministry 

of defence civilians, and security officials. The United States also provides over 2 million USD 

for the training and education of Indonesian military students (USAID Data Services 2020). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Several military aid programmes sponsored by the US across the globe are but a means of 

pumping funds to achieve national interest and political objectives in the respective countries. 

The Foreign Military Financing (FMF) fund is one such way in which Washington bolsters 

close foreign ties and military/security cooperation with the recipient state, at the same time 

boosting the state’s military/paramilitary capacity and capability. This goes a long way in 

enforcing, or in cases the bringing about of sustainable stability and also in achieving objectives 

of mutual interest. The Pentagon’s International Military Education Training (IMET) 

programme also boosts the capacity and capability of foreign militaries’ soldiers through 

training and education programmes in the large and complex field of military and strategic 

studies from the point of view of the world’s best and largest military force. 

 

Through these aid programmes, the US is also able to quench the thirst of the monstrosity that 

is its defence production infrastructure. America is home to the world’s largest fighting force 

which is supported by a large weapon (and allied equipment) production base. These aid 

programmes provide funding to the recipient states to procure military equipment for its 

fighting forces, enabling them to purchase American made pistols, rifles, launchers, armoured 

vehicles, drones, and aircraft. While almost all military aid programmes permit the purchase of 

only American weapon systems, the Israelis were permitted to use 26% of their FMF funding 

to purchase Israeli-made weapon systems; until very recently when the terms and conditions 

of the programme reversed this clause. Therefore, all US military funding to Israel will be used 

for procuring defence equipment that is made in America, as per the conditions of the 2016 

US-Israeli military aid deal (Gewirtz 2016). This essentially means that the whopping 38 

billion USD package obligate for aforementioned purposes will be a large pay-check for the 

gigantic American weapons production ecosystem. 

 

Therefore, Washington through these aid programmes achieves its objectives not only abroad, 

but also at home. The money that is used to procure military equipment is sent abroad, only to 

find its way back home. At the same time, it is achieving its foreign political interests by 

helping fight the scourge of terrorism (Islamic and Narco, among others) and containing the 

threat that is emerging from the east i.e. China. It also uses aid programmes to ensure that other 

adversarial states such as Russia are not given an opportunity to flood war-torn nations with 

weapons and sway receiving states and/or parties or organisations to their side. As such, aid – 

whether economic or military – is merely a highly effective geopolitical tool. 
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