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New Federal Commission Begins Yearlong Review Of Guard, Reserve Issues

A new federal commission empowered to recommend sweeping changes to the National Guard and Reserves is set to launch a year-long review next week that is intended to ensure these forces are supported by policies and resources that match demands for regular deployments in the "Long War" against terrorism as well as new homeland defense responsibilities.

The Commission on the National Guard and Reserves officially began its work on March 1 and next week will conduct a pair of hearings to receive testimony of senior Defense Department officials and lawmakers.

Arnold Punaro, a retired Marine Corps Reserve major general, is chairing the 13-member commission, which was the fiscal year 2005 defense authorization act called for to examine everything from organization and structure, training, readiness, compensation and benefits to funding.

Punaro, in a statement, said the commission will identify “the changes needed to ensure that the National Guard and Reserves are tasked, organized, trained, equipped, compensated, and supported to best meet the security requirements of the United States.”

The commission begins its work as the Defense Department has grown increasingly reliant on the National Guard and Reserves to maintain the pace of operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. As of October, more than 46 percent of the 826,500 personnel currently in the selected reserve had been mobilized to active duty, the highest mobilization rate since the Korean War, according to the commission.

Bob Feidler, director of Army affairs for the Reserve Officer Association, said Congress has not taken a comprehensive review of the roles and missions of and all issues related to the reserve component for decades.

“A lot of people think it is now time to look at what the 21st century demands are on the Reserve component because they have clearly moved from a strategic reserve to an operational reserve,” Feidler said.

In addition to the steady deployments to Afghanistan and Iraq, the Defense Department is laying plans for the National Guard and Reserve component to lead the U.S. military homeland defense missions, supporting civil authorities in the wake of both natural disasters and terrorist attacks.

Many advocates of the National Guard and Reserves who encouraged Congress to establish this commission -- such as the Reserve Officers Association and the National Guard Association of the United States -- hoped the panel would have been in place a year ago in order to influence activities of the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure Commission and the Quadrennial Defense Review. Delays in nominating commissioners and other legal questions regarding under which branch of the federal government the panel would reside were factors in the nearly one-year delay.

Because of this delay, the commission “will certainly not be in a position to have much of any impact on the current items of debate on [Capitol] Hill,” said Stephen Koper, retired brigadier general in the Air National Guard and president of the National Guard Association of the United States.

The commission will receive testimony at its first hearing on March 8 from congressional leaders of the defense authorization and appropriations committees as well as from David Chu, under secretary of defense for personnel and readiness, and Lt. Gen. Raymond Odierno, assistant to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Each of the military service vice chiefs are scheduled to testify the following day.

The other commissioners are: John Keane; Rhett Dawson, William Ball; Les Brownlee; Larry Eckles; Patricia Lewis; Dan McKinnon; Wade Rowley; James Sherrard; Donald Stockton; E. Gordon Stump; and J. Stanton Thompson.
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