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Over the past three years, Congress has focused unprecedented attention on reducing 
federal spending and cutting the deficit. This myopia has pushed the country from crisis 
to crisis, slashed federal domestic and defense programs in ways that were purposefully 
designed to be unacceptable, caused real hardship for many American families, and 
severely damaged the U.S. economy. 

Yet during this period of fiscal austerity, Congress has chosen to waste nearly $1.5 billion 
on the prison in Guantanamo Bay, even though the U.S. military and intelligence commu-
nity have concluded that it is unnecessary and strategically harmful to the United States.1 

These statistics, which are mainly from the Department of Defense, or DOD, comptrol-
ler, are detailed and analyzed in this issue brief. In the examination of military expenses 
at Guantanamo, a number of surprising facts are revealed: 

• Since Congress decided to pursue austerity in 2011, it has chosen to spend at least 
$1.42 billion on the mission at Guantanamo, although it could have been accom-
plished for just $29.9 million. 

• The United States could save $3.73 billion in the next 10-year budget cycle by trans-
ferring detainees to existing U.S. prisons. 

• Simply by transferring the 84 detainees already cleared to leave Guantanamo, the 
United States could save nearly $2 billion over the next 10 years. 

• The ratio of staff to detainees at Guantanamo is 15 times greater than that at the high-
est-security prison in the United States, the Supermax prison at Florence, Colorado, 
despite the fact that the Supermax holds numerous international terrorists prosecuted 
in U.S. courts. 
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• Former Guantanamo detainee Ahmed Ghailani stood trial in a New York City federal 
court and is incarcerated in the Supermax prison. Ghailani is the only of the 14 so-called 
high-value detainees who the CIA held prior to transferring to Guantanamo to be pros-
ecuted elsewhere. Other such high-value detainees include Khalid Sheik Mohammed. 
Despite his high-value status, there have been no appreciable increases in costs in his 
detention and prosecution over a typical high-security defendant or inmate. 

• Even with the excessive security costs requested by the New York Police Department, 
a trial of Khalid Sheik Mohammed in New York City would have been a bargain com-
pared to military commissions. 

• It would be substantially cheaper for the United States to completely 
fund the construction of a detention facility in Yemen than it would 
to be to continue holding the 56 Yemenis at Guantanamo that have 
been cleared for transfer. 

This remarkable waste of taxpayer money could be starting to turn 
the tide in favor of closing Guantanamo. The current Senate version 
of the 2014 National Defense Authorization Act, or NDAA, would 
ease restrictions on transferring detainees out of Guantanamo that 
have been the primary obstacle in closing the prison.2 In a vote on the 
Senate floor, a bipartisan majority backed these provisions—the first 
time in either chamber that a measure intended to make it easier to 
close Guantanamo attained majority support.3 If the Senate version 
of the 2014 NDAA becomes law, the portion dealing with transfer-
ring Guantanamo detainees to other countries alone would save the 
United States nearly $2 billion over the next ten years.4 

By the end of the Obama administration, the prison at Guantanamo 
Bay will have existed for 15 years. Congress has made closing the 
prison practically impossible—a decision that has already needlessly 
cost American taxpayers billions of dollars. This shocking waste of 
money comes at a time when kids in the United States are being 
thrown out of Head Start classrooms, needy families are being denied 
food stamps, and weapons systems are being scrapped because of the 
supposed need to slash spending. If Congress does not reverse course 
and Guantanamo remains open, the wasted money will be counted in 
the tens of billions. It is time to close Guantanamo.

• Total cost of Guantanamo through end of 2013: 

$4.8 billion

• Guantanamo spending from 2011 to 2013:  

$1.42 billion

• Annual cost of keeping detainees who have been 

cleared for transfer at Guantanamo: $196 million

• Estimated cost of holding all Guantanamo 

detainees in existing U.S. prisons from 2011 to 

2013: $29.9 million

• Estimated annual cost of holding all 164 current 

Guantanamo detainees in existing U.S. prisons: 

$9.9 million

• Total cost of military commissions since their 

inception: $582.1 million 

• Cost of military commissions from 2011 to 2013: 

$318.9 million, or nearly $160 million each for 

the two convictions obtained during that time

• Average cost per conviction in federal criminal 

court: $19,000

• Annual expense of keeping the 56 Yemenis des-

ignated for transfer at Guantanamo: $131 million

A summary of U.S. military 
spending at Guantanamo and 
comparative costs
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Why is Guantanamo so expensive?

The U.S. military has spent nearly $5 billion on the prison at Guantanamo Bay since it 
began accepting detainees in January 2002.5 That bill is surely not the total U.S. govern-
ment expenditure on Guantanamo, as it does not include any costs incurred by the FBI, 
Coast Guard, or the intelligence community. A whopping $1.42 billion of that total has 
been racked up since the beginning of 2011 when Congress began the drive to austerity. 

Somewhat surprisingly, the cost of building the temporary and permanent detention 
facilities at Guantanamo represents only a small fraction of the total expense: $153 mil-
lion, or just 3 percent. The enormous expenditures are driven by staff costs and operat-
ing the prison on an island military base in hostile territory. More than 2,100 military 
and civilian personnel served the detention mission at Guantanamo in 2012—or 13 
people per detainee—and staff expenses account for 37 percent of the total military 
expenditure.6 Base operations and maintenance make up nearly 42 percent to total costs, 
a price owed to shipping costs and the base’s tropical location.

These figures are from the DOD comptroller and are higher than the $150 million 
annual cost President Barack Obama cited in his speech at the National Defense 
University in May.7 The president’s figure was likely based on an estimate of operat-
ing costs that does not include personnel, military commissions, or facility costs. 
Excluding those categories, the 2012 expenditure was $157.8 million, which roughly 
corresponds with the president’s figure.8 It should be noted, however, that 2012 was 
unusually low for these categories, as the 2011 expenditure was $223.1 million.9 
This analysis uses the DOD comptroller figures—the most detailed accounting of 
Guantanamo expenditures to date—and represents a more accurate picture of the 
costs associated with the prison.

Estimated cost of holding Guantanamo detainees in existing U.S. prisons

The staggering amounts of money wasted in Guantanamo stand in stark contrast to 
the relatively modest cost of holding prisoners in high-security facilities in the United 
States.10 It costs roughly $79,000 per year to house a prisoner at the Supermax prison 
in Florence, Colorado, the most expensive facility on a per capita basis in the entire 
Bureau of Prisons, or BOP, system.11 This facility already holds one former Guantanamo 
detainee—Ahmed Ghaliani, who was convicted in federal criminal court—as well as a 
large number of other convicted terrorists, such as Zacarias Moussaoui, Ramzi Yousef, 
and Richard Reid. The Supermax currently holds 437 of the most dangerous inmates in 
all U.S. prisons, and with a maximum capacity of 490, it is managed by a staff of 347—or 
less than one staffer per detainee.12 
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Not all Guantanamo detainees could or should be held at the Supermax. Current condi-
tions of confinement for Guantanamo detainees vary depending on their detention 
status and assessed levels of cooperation, and some prisoners are housed in camps that 
allow communal living. In 2009, the Obama administration began to review the cases 
of all detainees at Guantanamo.13 The detainee review taskforce made recommenda-
tions for the disposition of each detainee’s case in one of four categories: prosecution, 
continued detention, transfer, and conditional transfer.14 Of the detainees remaining at 
Guantanamo, the task force designated 80 for either prosecution or continued deten-
tion, while 84 were selected for transfer or conditional transfer.15

Another option in the BOP system for some of these Guantanamo detainees would be 
Special Management Units, or SMUs, which still maintain very high levels of security 
at four levels and assign detainees to either more or less restrictive conditions based on 
behavior, incentives, or other criteria. There are five SMU facilities in the BOP system, 
including one at Florence.16 It costs approximately $43,500 per year to house a prisoner 
in an SMU facility, the second highest per capita cost behind the Supermax.17 

To estimate the cost of holding Guantanamo detainees in U.S. prisons, each detainee 
was theoretically assigned to either the Supermax or an SMU facility based on 
which category the Obama administration’s detainee review task force placed the 
detainee in. Those slated for prosecution or continued detention were assigned to 
the Supermax, while those selected for transfer were assigned to the SMU facil-
ity. The estimated annual cost of holding the 80 Guantanamo detainees assigned to 
the Supermax at current rates is $6.3 million.18 The estimated annual cost of the 84 
detainees assigned the SMU facility is $3.6 million, bringing the total estimated cost 
to just $9.9 million. 

To calculate the estimated costs of holding all Guantanamo detainees from 2011 to 
2013, the figures must reflect the detainee population in each of those years—not just 
how many detainees are there now, given that a small number of detainees have been 
transferred out of Guantanamo over the past few years and unfortunately two have 
died. There were 171 detainees at Guantanamo at the end of 2011 and 166 at the end 
of 2012.19 All but one of these additional detainees was in the transfer category and was 
assigned to the SMU category for the purposes of this analysis. When these additional 
detainees are factored in, the estimated cost of holding all Guantanamo detainees in U.S. 
prisons from 2011 to 2013 is just $29.9 million. 
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Keeping detainees who are cleared for transfer will cost $2 billion over 
the next decade

As noted above, the Obama administration’s detainee review task force already cleared 
84 detainees for transfer out of Guantanamo. Yet largely because of severe congres-
sional restrictions on any potential transfers out of Guantanamo, they are still stuck in 
Cuba. To illustrate just how difficult Congress has made transferring detainees out of 
Guantanamo, there are only 10 fewer detainees at Guantanamo now than there were in 
2010 when Congress essentially stopped transfers.20 Of those 10 detainees, 3 have died, 
1 was sent back to his native country to serve out his sentence after his conviction by a 
military commission, and only 6 have been transferred home or to third countries.21 

The reason these detainees are still at Guantanamo is the supposed fear that they will 
return to the fight against the United States. Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-SC) even called 
all Guantanamo detainees “crazy bastards” who are “bent on our destruction.”22 A more 
clear-eyed assessment of these Guantanamo detainees designated for transfer shows 
that the risk that any one of them will choose to attack the United States upon release is 
very small. We know this because the Director of National Intelligence, or DNI, releases 
biannual reports on released Guantanamo detainees, and its most recent finding is that 
only 2.8 percent of detainees released during the Obama administration are assessed 
to have engaged in militant activities against the United States.23 That is far below the 
rate of recidivism for individuals released from U.S. prisons, which the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics reports is roughly 67 percent.24 In fact, 97 percent of all Guantanamo detainees 
who are reported to have engaged in hostile actions against the United States after leav-
ing the prison were released during the Bush administration.25 

But even these numbers are in question, as independent analysis of the recidivism rate 
for Guantanamo detainees has found significantly fewer cases of genuine acts of hostil-
ity by those released from the prison. A New America Foundation report could only 
verify about one-quarter of the claims made by the official DNI report across the life of 
Guantanamo and found that only 1 of the 71 detainees released since 2009 engaged in 
hostilities when an Afghan detainee reportedly joined the Taliban.26 

It is true that Guantanamo does hold some very dangerous terrorists who wish to do 
the United States harm. But it has never been accurate that all Guantanamo detainees 
are the “crazy bastards” of Sen. Graham’s delusions. While there is some question of 
whether the rate of recidivism is the official 3 percent or closer to 1 percent, we do know 
that it has come down significantly during the Obama administration. When coupled 
with the 2014 drawdown of U.S. forces in Afghanistan, which will greatly reduce the 
opportunities for hostile action against the United States, detainees who are cleared for 
transfer out of Guantanamo pose very low risk.
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Another fact about this category of detainee at Guantanamo is that it is extremely 
expensive to keep them in U.S. custody. These detainees have made up approximately 55 
percent of the total Guantanamo population since 2009, but the 84 remaining detain-
ees only make up 51 percent of the current population.27 To estimate the annual cost of 
Guantanamo and project it going forward, a four-year average of the reported expenses 
from 2010 to 2013 was used, which came to $487 million. Yet $104.5 million of that 
total are costs associated with the military commissions, and since these 84 detainees 
were by definition not candidates for the commissions, that figure was subtracted to 
come up with a detention total of only $382.5 million. 

Using these figures, it will cost an estimated $196 million per year to keep the 84 
detainees already designated for transfer at Guantanamo. Over a 10-year budget 
cycle, that’s nearly $2 billion. That is a staggering price to pay to prevent a problem 
that does not exist.

U.S. funding for a Yemeni detention facility is cost effective at almost 
any price

One of the most vexing challenges of trying to close Guantanamo is the large number of 
Yemeni nationals who remain at the prison. Of the 164 Guantanamo detainees, 88 are 
Yemeni.28 It has been difficult to transfer Yemeni detainees back to Yemen because of the 
ongoing conflicts that plague that country, including an Al Qaeda-led insurgency against 
the national government. 

One top figure of the local terrorist group based in Yemen—Al Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula, or AQAP—is a former Guantanamo detainee who was released during the 
Bush administration through a deal with the Saudi government. After an incident in 
which a large number of detainees, including a planner of the attack on the USS Cole 
in 2000, escaped from a Yemeni prison under mysterious circumstances, legitimate 
concerns about the ability of the Yemeni government to properly secure detainees 
were raised.29 Transfers to Yemen completely halted after the attempted AQAP attack 
on a Detroit-bound plane on Christmas 2009, although that moratorium has recently 
been lifted.

Of the 88 Yemeni nationals at Guantanamo, the Obama administration’s detainee 
review task force designated 56 for transfer. The estimated annual cost of holding these 
detainees in Guantanamo is $131 million.30 It would cost an estimated $393 million to 
hold these detainees through the end of the Obama administration and more than $1.3 
billion to hold them for the next 10 years.31 
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Recent reports suggest that the Obama administration is working with the United 
Nations to explore the possibility of an agreement with the new, more cooperative 
Yemeni government on the construction of an extremist rehabilitation facility to hold 
Yemenis returning from Guantanamo, but the cost of building the facility remains 
an issue. Given the expense associated with continuing to hold these detainees at 
Guantanamo and that the total construction expenditures for all detention facilities at 
Guantanamo was only $153 million, it would be cost effective for the United States to 
fund the entire construction of this facility in Yemen, since the expense is nowhere close 
to that of detaining these prisoners at Guantanamo.

The most expensive court in history

The colossal waste of taxpayer money at Guantanamo is not limited to detention opera-
tions, as the military commissions process has proven to be as expensive as it is flawed. 

One of the principal arguments that forced the Obama administration to abandon its plan 
to prosecute Khalid Sheik Mohammed and four 9/11 co-conspirators in a New York City 
federal court was the extremely high cost expected to accompany the trial. After New York 
Police Chief Ray Kelly originally announced that the city would require $75 million in 
additional funding to support security operations around the trial, he then upped that total 
to $200 million.32 The higher costs included funding for 2,000 security checkpoints—
three times as many as there were on the streets of Baghdad at the time; his $200 million 
figure gained acceptance as prohibitively expensive for such a trial.33 The $200 million, 
however, proved to be a bargain compared to the military commissions at Guantanamo.

Since the commissions’ inception, the U.S. military has spent $582.1 million on them, 
with $318.9 million coming since congressional austerity efforts began in 2011. Our 
return on that high investment is poor. Not only are Khalid Sheik Mohammed and his 
associates still more than a year from a trial, but there have also been only seven total 
convictions—and just two since 2011—at a cost of roughly $160 million each. Not a 
single high-ranking Al Qaeda terrorist is among the group of completed cases nor have 
the commissions prosecuted anyone for a specific terrorist plot.34 

Federal criminal courts, on the other hand, have been extremely successful at prosecut-
ing terrorists at a fraction of the expense, with the average federal criminal conviction in 
2012 costing just $19,000. Since 9/11, federal criminal courts have successfully prose-
cuted more than 67 terrorists that were captured overseas,35 including one Guantanamo 
detainee, before Congress prohibited that option in 2010 by banning transfers of 
Guantanamo detainees into the United States for any reason.36 Ahmed Ghailani was 
convicted in a New York City court for his role in the 1998 African Embassy bombings 
and is serving a life sentence at the Supermax. Even though this trial received a great 
deal of media attention and Ghailani was a high-value Al Qaeda terrorist whom the 
CIA held for years, there were no costs associated with his trial above normal operating 
expenses for high-security defendants.37 
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Conclusion

For a long time, we have known the strategic and moral toll that Guantanamo has 
taken on the United States. The existence of the prison has been a principal recruit-
ing tool for Al Qaeda and other terrorist groups and has been a stain on the repu-
tation of our great country. Yet despite those clear costs, many in Congress have 
chosen to keep Guantanamo open.

We now know that the decision has come with steep and unnecessary financial costs, 
even when many of the same congressional members pushed a relentless focus on cut-
ting government spending, including on defense. Choosing to keep Guantanamo open 
is choosing to waste billions of dollars. Safe, secure, and far more cost-effective alterna-
tives exist. It is long past time to close Guantanamo.

Ken Gude is a Senior Fellow with the National Security Team at the Center for  
American Progress.

*Correction, December 4, 2013: The original version of this issue brief incorrectly described 
the facility under consideration in Yemen as a detention facility instead of a rehabilitation 
facility. The current version of the brief has corrected the description.
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