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Panel: Reserve, Guard travails demonstrate need for larger active force

By Gordon Trowbridge
Times staff writer
Members of an independent commission on the National Guard and reserves asked top Pentagon officials Wednesday whether the best medicine for the military’s reserve components is a larger active-duty force.

“The elephant in the room here is that we’ve constrained the size of the active-duty component,” said John Keane, a member of the Commission on the National Guard and Reserves, during the panel’s first day of hearings.

.

Keane, who retired in 2003 as vice chief of the Army, said the increasing use of reserve forces is the result of decisions in the 1990s to deeply cut the number of troops on active duty, and asked David Chu, the Pentagon’s personnel chief, if the Defense Department would consider something it has resisted under Secretary Donald Rumsfeld: an increase in active-duty numbers.

While not rejecting the idea completely, Chu responded with familiar arguments: that the military’s capacity should be measured not by number of bodies, but by capacity, and that increasing troop numbers risks breaking the defense budget.

The exchange came as the panel begins 15 months of work in assessing the roles, missions and resources of the nation’s military reserves. The panel, established by Congress in the 2005 Defense Authorization Act, is scheduled to submit a report in March 2007 recommending possible law and policy changes.

Chu, the undersecretary of defense for personnel and readiness, testified alongside Army Lt. Gen. Raymond Odierno, assistant to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Both stressed the Pentagon’s move to shift reserve forces from a Cold War strategic reserve — large organizations to be mobilized en masse in case of war with the Soviet Union — to a force that plays a role in every aspect of military operations.

Hearings continue on Thursday with testimony from the vice chiefs of the military services.




