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Guard review due attention

March 11, 2006
Service in the National Guard is a time-honored tradition in Alabama, where tens of thousands of our people have served their country in Guard units and tens of thousands continue to do so today. Given Alabama's long history of heavy Guard participation, the work of an independent commission studying the future of the Guard should be watched closely here.

Changes in the overall American military structure and in national security concerns have had dramatic impact on the Guard. As always, Guard units have important domestic roles to perform, but also have been increasingly deployed abroad in recent years -- and for extended periods.

The Associated Press reports that the 13-member commission, chaired by retired Marine Corps Gen. Arnold Punaro, will conduct a year-long examination of how Guard units should be used and whether they are adequately trained and equipped for changing missions at home and in foreign settings.

"We're not going to dodge any of the tough issues," Punaro told AP.

They shouldn't. As Punaro and other commissioners noted, many Guard members joined a force they expected to be mobilized occasionally and for relatively brief periods. That hasn't been the case recently. Guard and reserve personnel make up almost half the U.S. combat troops in Iraq, for example.

One important issue the commission plans to explore is whether the expanded overseas deployments have significantly compromised the ability of Guard units to respond to domestic emergencies, such as Hurricane Katrina. Some governors have expressed concerns about replacing Guard equipment destroyed in Iraq, or left there when units returned home, without which the units are not properly equipped for domestic operations.

The cost of re-equipping the Guard has been estimated at $40 billion over six years, a spokesman for the National Guard Bureau told AP. That's nearly twice the $21 billion proposed in Pentagon spending plans.

Gov. Bob Riley -- by virtue of his office the commander of the Alabama Guard in domestic situations -- should miss no opportunity to make clear the state's concerns as the commission proceeds with its work.
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