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Nelson at forefront on Guard, Reserve role

BY JAKE THOMPSON 
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WASHINGTON - Tensions over the dual roles of the National Guard and Reserve as a president's fighting force and governors' emergency response team must be addressed by a newly formed independent commission, U.S. Sen. Ben Nelson said Wednesday.

Appearing before the Commission on the National Guard and Reserve, Nelson said he hopes the panel will define the balance between the two responsibilities of the Guard and Reserve, which have played key roles in Iraq, Afghanistan and homeland security.

Nelson, D-Neb., a member of the Senate Armed Services personnel subcommittee, said: "The Guard is no longer a weekend project once a month."

"It is far more than that. It's absolutely part of the war-fighting effort," Nelson told the commission.

The commission, created by a group of senators including Nelson, held its first meeting Wednesday. The panel plans to take a year examining the Guard and Reserve and make recommendations for improving how the force is used by presidents and governors.

It is examining whether the National Guard and Reserve are properly trained, paid, equipped and organized for future war fighting and state security duties.

Nelson challenged the commission to examine a recent proposal by the Defense Department to reduce the numbers of National Guard and Reserve troops.

With the Pentagon relying so heavily on them for battlefield missions, Nelson said, reducing numbers "seemed questionable."

The commission also plans to look at equipment shortages, including the cost of replacing equipment destroyed or likely to be left in Iraq or Afghanistan.

Nationally, the National Guard has two-thirds of the Humvees, three-fourths of the radios, half the night vision equipment and one-fourth of the trucks it needs, Nelson said.

In Nebraska, that shortage totals more than 1,700 pieces of equipment that would cost about $35 million to replace, he said.

Nelson questioned a Pentagon aim to reduce deployments of National Guard soldiers so they serve one year on active duty, then five years at home.

Considering the long Guard deployments for the Iraq war and the strain that has put on soldiers, families and employers, Nelson urged the commission to see if the idea is "reality-based."

"Is it possible to do that?" he said.

Finally, Nelson noted that when the Pentagon released its plan to shrink the National Guard from 350,000 members to 330,000, it did so without consulting the nation's governors.

After protests from Guard officials, members of Congress and governors, the Pentagon backed down and said if the Guard can recruit up to 350,000 members it will find the money.

But governors remain concerned about funding and the National Guard's future roles.

"It is essential that the governors be part of the plan, not an afterthought," said Nelson, a former two-term governor.

"When I was a governor, I used to say that Washington just treated me like the branch manager for the federal government. I wasn't. And the current governors are not either."

The commission is to deliver a preliminary report this summer. 
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