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Panel to study role of National Guard, reserves
By Otto Kreisher

COPLEY NEWS SERVICE 

3:54 p.m. March 6, 2006 

WASHINGTON – A congressionally mandated commission began Monday to study how the National Guard and reserves should be structured, trained and equipped to meet the nation's increasing reliance on them to fight the war on terror at home and abroad and to respond to natural disasters. 

A number of governors have complained that the heavy use of their Guard troops and equipment have robbed them of the ability to respond to emergencies at home.

When Katrina hit, a large percentage of the Louisiana and Mississippi Guard force were deployed and those at home were short of heavy equipment and vehicles. The two states' governors also clashed with the Pentagon and the White House over who commanded their Guard personnel activated for the Katrina relief effort.

All those issues will be studied, said Arnold Punaro, the panel's chair.

The commission will conduct “a comprehensive, year-long examination of how this nation has been using and should be using the National Guard and reserve,” he added.

No subject affecting the Guard and reserves will be outside the commission's purview, including the touchy issues of whether federal or state officials should control Guard troops called up for domestic service and the applicability of the post-Civil War Posse Comitatus law that limits the active military's law enforcement role inside the United States, Punaro said.

The commission's task has taken on greater significance in light of the massive and prolonged mobilization of Guard and reserve personnel for the global war on terrorism, which is generating fears the supposedly part-time military force could collapse from the strain, and the controversy over the Guard's performance in response to Hurricane Katrina.

Punaro, a retired Marine Corps Reserve major general and former Senate Armed Services Committee staff director, said the commissioners are determined to come up with recommendations that Congress and the Pentagon can and will use to reshape the reserve forces and their relationship to the active military.

“No member of this commission is interested in spending a year on a report that goes straight to the dust bin,” he said.

As the commission begins its work, 120,125 National Guard and reserve personnel are on active duty, about half the peak number mobilized for Iraq and Afghanistan. At one point last year, nearly half of all U.S. troops in Iraq were from the Guard and reserves.

The Army has started its own major effort to reorganize the Army Guard and Reserve, which would substantially change the types of units in the part-time services.

And the Air Force is planning a massive reorganization of the Air Guard and Air Force Reserve, following up on the closures and moves approved by last years Base Realignment and Closure Commission.

But Punaro said the commission would not hesitate to make recommendations affecting the Army and Air Force actions, which he said could not be completed before the panel issues its report next year.

The 13-member panel is rich in experience in active and reserve military service, congressional staff duties and Pentagon leadership jobs. In addition to Punaro, commissioners include retired Army Gen. John Keane, retired Air Force Lt. Gen. James Sherrard, who was chief of the Air Force Reserve; William L. Ball, a former Navy secretary, and Les Brownlee, a retire Army colonel who was a longtime Republican staff member of the Senate Armed Services Committee and acting Army secretary.

Another commissioner is former San Diego newspaper and radio station owner Dan McKinnon, who was a decorated Navy helicopter pilot.
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