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WASHINGTON -- A blue-ribbon panel this week begins what may become the first makeover of the National Guard and Reserves in 50 years. 

The Commission on the National Guard and Reserves will examine everything from the citizen soldiers' role in the war on terrorism to their response to Hurricane Katrina.

Arnold Punaro, commission chairman, said Monday it's the first outside review of the military's reserve component. Current laws governing the Guard were written in the 1950s and haven't been changed much since.

"We're not going to dodge any tough issues," said Punaro, a retired Marine Corps Reserve major general.

Next March, the panel will recommend legislation to modernize the citizen soldiery.

In a news conference before the commission begins hearings Wednesday, Punaro said the war on terrorism has created "profound changes in how the National Guard and Reserves have been used" and put enormous pressure on the military's reserve components.

Since 9/11, more than 500,000 citizen soldiers have been called up for active duty, many deploying to Iraq and Afghanistan to supplement regular forces. Last year, 40 percent of the forces in Iraq were from Guard or Reserve units. Currently, 120,125 reservists and Guardsmen are mobilized.

Natural disasters, including hurricanes Katrina and Rita, have further taxed Guard units.

During the next 12 months, the panel will review the Guard's and Reserves' missions, capabilities, organization, funding, training and personnel.

The size of the reserve forces will be an important issue, said commission member Jack Keane, former Army deputy chief of staff. While the panel is unlikely to set a target number for the military, Keane and others said they would suggest ways to determine the best size for the military.

One of the thorniest questions, said member Rhett Dawson, is the relationship between governors, who control Guardsmen when they are not on active duty, and the Pentagon.

"There's no answer already in the can," Dawson said. "It's a big, hairy issue."

After Wednesday's session on Capitol Hill, hearings will take place across the country. An interim report is due in June with the final report in March 2007.

The panel starts work as recruiting has faltered for both the Guard and reserves over the past year. Many Guard units report severe shortages of military equipment as trucks and vehicles have been left in Iraq and Afghanistan to equip other units.

Recent base-closure and budget plans to cut armories, squadrons and personnel have created consternation among governors and Guard proponents. Several governors have sued to block Pentagon plans to move Guard units.

Bob Feidler, Army affairs director for the Reserve Officers Association, said of the commission and its mandate, "It's the fork in the road.

The commission, created by the 2005 defense authorization act, has 13 members, three appointed by the Pentagon and the rest by the chairmen and ranking members of the House and Senate armed services committees.

All but one member has served in the active-duty military, Guard or reserves. Three, including chairman Punaro, have been Senate Armed Services Committee staff directors. One member is a former Navy secretary. Another was the head of a state Guard.

James W. Crawley reports from Washington for Media General News Service.
