’We need to get our own house in order'   
       
A Conversation with Lt. Gen. H. Steven Blum, National Guard Bureau Chief As someone who began his military career in the Special Forces, Lt. Gen. H. Steven Blum likes to hit the ground running.  And that's exactly what he did when he took over as National Guard Bureau chief in April. After only a month on the job, Blum unveiled the most comprehensive changes the National Guard has seen in decades.  Among them are consolidating the up to three headquarters in every state into a single "joint" headquarters by Oct. 1. He also wants to streamline the Army National Guard's mobilization process and devote more resources to homeland security.  The idea is for the Guard to quickly transform itself, rather than wait to be transformed by others. The pace of change has been greeted by applause by some, bewilderment by others.  Blum sat down with National Guard magazine last month to discuss his plans and vision for the National Guard.  
A large part of your career has been on the war-fighting side of the house. You began your career in the Special Forces; you later moved up the ranks of the 29th Infantry Division and served as commander. This is a different career path than most of your recent predecessors, most of whom were an adjutants general. What attributes does a warfighter bring to this position?  I think it brings a different perspective. It brings a field perspective, one that concentrates probably more on readiness and capability. That's probably the real difference. I come with unique skill sets, basically acquired in the joint arena, which is not often the case. I think that's extremely beneficial today, with the current secretary of defense, with the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the current chairman of the joint chiefs, the joint staff and the significant influence that they all have and exert in defense policy and programs.  
You've said your experience at U.S. Northern Command had a profound impact on your thinking about national security. What did you learn at NORTHCOM, and how did it shape your vision for the National Guard?  It gave me the opportunity to look at the defense of the United States in a holistic manner - air, land, maritime, space, cyber. It lets you look at the whole picture, where in the past I really didn't get to do that. It determined very quickly for me that the only way you're going to defend the homeland is with a joint effort. And it also made it very clear to me that the ideal force of choice for the defense of the homeland is the National Guard. But because of the way we have been envisioned, or thought about, since the Cold War, we haven't seen ourselves in that light. I think the new realities - the current realities - and the future threats to our country make that an imperative.  
Few National Guard officers have had as much interaction with active-duty leaders as you had over the last few years. Certainly, you have had candid conversations with these officers about the state of relations between the Guard and active forces. What impression do Guardsmen give active-duty leaders, and what can the Guard do to become seen as true peers of the active components?  The National Guard officers and enlisted soldiers and airmen at all ranks - from private to general - are true peers of their active-duty counterparts. The more we work with them, the more they have to depend upon us. The more often we work together as a team, the greater the trust, the greater the confidence and the less anyone concentrates on the differences between us. Active-duty leaders concentrate really on the value added that we bring. When you call out the Guard you call up America. But you also get some special civilian acquired skills that our active-duty counterparts may not have. So we actually find some perspective to the mission in areas where they don't have that much experience. Active-duty forces have areas where they have much stronger experience sets, and we have areas where we have stronger sets. Together, it makes a much stronger team. But the way you develop trust is to have to depend on somebody, and then they deliver, and then you develop confidence. Once that bond is there, that's a very powerful relationship and really is a combat multiplier. It's all about relationships. You can't have relationships if you're unwilling to communicate and work with other people. And that street goes both ways.  
Recently you unveiled a multifaceted plan to transform the National Guard from the Guard Bureau all the way down to individual state headquarters. Why is it important for the Guard to get out in front of its own transformation?  We need to get our own house in order, and we need to answer our critics by developing our own solutions to our own problems. If we don't, we're going to sit in a defensive crouch and have the decisions imposed on us, or a solution imposed on us, and the cure may be worse than the disease. The Department of Defense is very supportive of the National Guard. There are people who don't think so. The impression is that they're out to get the Guard. They're not. They value the National Guard, and I think that moving to this joint-force headquarters and this transformation we're doing will only enhance our image with the office of the secretary of defense, and frankly they're very staunch supporters of the Guard. But they don't want to support the old Guard; they want to support the Guard they need.  
A key provision of the plan is to consolidate the separate Army, Air and state headquarters in each state into one "joint" headquarters. This will be a significant change in how states operate. Why is having that single headquarters so important?  It's really not only important, it's truly essential if the Guard is going to be relevant in the future. Why? We fight jointly. How can we not operate jointly? If we're going to train as we fight, we've got to operate in a joint environment. Right now there's little to no opportunity for anybody in the Army Guard and the Air Guard to get any experience in a joint assignment or in a joint organization. A joint-force headquarters in every state would afford that opportunity. It would also result in a much more efficient, economical and streamlined headquarters. A joint-force headquarters would provide an organization that is understood and recognized by our active-duty peers, by a joint staff, by a combatant command and by Congress. Just the mere name of the State Area Command leaves most people to conclude that is a state organization with no federal mission and no federal relevance. Having a joint-force headquarters in each state would give the adjutant general of that state the capability to establish relations, coordinate joint planning with elements that would be required if we were to ever have to defend the homeland or respond to a weapons of mass destruction attack. It would bring the capabilities to the fight that are inherent in the Coast Guard, the Navy, the Marie Corps, the Army and Air Force Reserve.  
Do you expect any resistance, and where might it come from?  Well, change is always difficult. But all change is not bad. And in this case I think the change will be quite beneficial. I really don't expect a real resistance or push back. I think the adjutants general are, first and foremost, a group of military professionals. And if they understand the plan, and they're stakeholders in how to build the plan, I think I'll get the kind of leadership and energy applied to this that will make this a success. What we're going to do is clearly my job. How we're going to do it is clearly the adjutants' general call. I met with them in Columbus, Ohio, at the Adjutants General Conference in May. We had an excellent dialogue, a great opportunity to explain the plan to them and for them to express their concerns to me. We achieved, in essence, consensus for what we needed to do, and now we need to work on the details of how to do it. We will convert or transform the bureau by no later than 1 July, and we will do the states by 1 October.  
Another provision of the transformation plan is to deploy Army Guard units from their home station, which is a dramatic departure from the current mobilization process. What is it going to take to make this train-and-deploy plan a reality?  The new model I think we need to move to is: train-alert-deploy. The alert phase will only be as long as the mission will allow. That timeline will be quite different toward domestic response as opposed to a war that would require an overseas deployment. But the current mobilization process is self-imposed, outdated, late to move, too ponderous and even pre-dates the Cold War. And it's not even that good. That means the National Guard would need to be resourced and trained and equipped differently than we're doing it today. The current mobilization model assumes you're unready and you're not needed for a long period of time. Neither of those match reality because we can't be unready. If we're going to remain relevant, we've got to be able to respond to the threats in a timely manner. It might mean that we have to change our structure; it might mean we have to change where we have certain kinds of units; it will certainly mean we have to equip them earlier than we're doing now and train them better than we're doing now. We'll probably also have to change a little bit of the model of how we drill. Maybe one weekend a month doesn't fit every unit. Perhaps certain citizen-soldiers and airmen don't need to train one weekend a month, every month and two weeks of annual training. Maybe we need to use our time in a different manner that's more productive.  
At the AGAUS Conference in Columbus, Ohio, one of the other things you talked about was creating 10 terrorist response teams. They will be 300-strong, have medical, engineering and infantry units and be ready to respond by Oct. 1. How will these teams compare to the 22-person civil support teams?  Right now there are 32 Civil Support Teams out there that are DOD trained, equipped and certified, but they can't do everything. They can identify agents; they can provide some command-and-control for the incident commander; they can provide a communication bridge between the civilian first responder and DOD; they can advise the incident commander on what to do, and they can do self-contamination. But they can't do mass decontamination, and I think that every governor, every adjutant general - certainly the combatant commander of NORTHCOM - would like to have that capability. So the ultimate goal would be to have one CST team in every state. Then we would have a force package that would include mass-decontamination-capable units and other search-and-rescue-capable units, which is an easy add-on - enhanced training added onto the wartime mission of our medical and engineer units. I'm not standing up a whole new unit. I'm taking existing units and enhancing them with equipment and training to accomplish this new mission.  
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld has complained lately that some military job specialties are found only in the Guard and Reserve and also says we're using those people in the Guard and Reserve too often. A solution he mentioned is to put more of those specialties on active duty. How would this affect the relevance of the Guard if removed from initial military actions - particularly in the Air Guard - if they're taken away from strike missions?  There's no question that some realignment of these missions and which component they reside in has to happen. But I'm not sure that the answer is, necessarily, "Let's put them on active duty and take them out of the National Guard." A very strong argument could be made for "Let's put more of them in the National Guard," because, number one, we can maintain that capability for probably 25 to 28 cents on the dollar, as opposed to putting them on active duty. Secondly, the reason we want to do that is because we've come back to the same unit two and three and four and five times in a very short period of time. He's rightfully concerned that we're going to burn out the soldier, their family, their employer. Ultimately, we're going to threaten the citizen-soldier concept. But I maintain that another option would be to just stand up more Guard units of that type so that you could go every third or every fourth rotation, which would then relieve the op-tempo pressure on their employers, their families and our citizen-soldiers and airmen to respond to repetitive call ups. I'm not sure which is going to be the right answer. I think it probably will be some combination of those two ideas.  
Today there are about 147,000 Guardsmen mobilized and deployed around the world. That figure alone has a lot of people concerned that the Guard is being overused. A lot of the same people fear that eventually the high operations tempo will impact recruiting and retention. What indications have you seen that validate these concerns, and what's being done to ensure the Guard is not being used to its breaking point?  There's no question we have twice the number of people activated now than we did during Desert Storm. A lot of people don't realize that. We would be wrong not to watch that very closely. I've said before that the National Guard really is the seat on a three-legged stool - one leg being the citizen-soldier and airman, one being their families and one being their employer. Without any one of those legs the stool is in jeopardy. So, how much elasticity will the employers bear? How much elasticity of service will the families take? And how much can the citizen-soldier take trying to balance his or her military part-time career against the demands and the stresses of the family and the employer? I think we have to watch that very closely. Having said that, we don't see any trends yet - except, of course, some anecdotal horror stories - to be overly concerned about. We're making our recruiting goals, and our retention rates tend to be higher in the units that have deployed and returned than those that didn't go. I'm not suggesting that we should go much higher than we are or much longer than we are. I think everything has a finite limit to it, and I think we are probably approaching that threshold, unless the threat to this nation was to go up to a much more enhanced level. If it truly became a national survival issue, I don't think to young men and women coming into our service today that would be an issue. You have to remember, this is the 30th anniversary year of the volunteer force, and it has proven to be a magnificent success. If anything, I think we need to look at some programs that provide benefits to employers that hire and retain Guardsmen and Reservists, because they are making a significant sacrifice - sometimes equal to or greater than the family and the service member. I think if anything can be done, give them either tax benefits or something along those lines so that they would be more inclined to hire Guardsmen or Reservists to work for them in the future, and to keep the ones who are there continued in their employment.  
Another issue highlighted by this mobilization is that about 20 percent of Guardsmen and Reservists don't have health insurance. Congress is working on legislation to extend low-cost Tricare health coverage to Guardsmen and Reservists. What do you think is the best way to extend those health care benefits?  I personally feel the best way to do that is if you're a soldier or an airman, you should get the health and dental coverage that your active-duty peers have. We have to maintain the same standards that they do. We have to be available when our nation needs us at a moment's notice. The least you can do is to maintain their physical readiness, their health readiness at the same level as you do the active force. This is not an entitlements issue; it's a readiness issue, pure and simple. There's no distinction in training; there's no distinction in what they expect in performance; there should be no distinction frankly in the services that we provide our service members for health and medical and dental care.  
As chief of the Guard Bureau, your relationship and exposure to the National Guard Association and other organizations is much greater than it was before. When you need to go to Congress for additional funding for your future plans for the Guard, how does an association like the NGAUS fit into your plans?  The National Guard Association is absolutely an essential support element to over half-a-million citizen-soldiers and airmen all around this country. They are our voice in Washington. They can take to Capitol Hill issues and arguments that I can't as a uniformed service member. The National Guard Association is a great advocate for our National Guard and for the National Guard families and programs. The association, in my view, has seen some revitalization of late in their focus and energy, and I think that's going to increase over the next several years. I think it will start to enjoy better field support as it takes on issues that are more relevant to our serving Guardsmen and their family members. You take on issues that matter to the membership; the membership will grow, the association will flourish.   

