Address of Lieutenant General H Steven Blum, Chief, National Guard Bureau to the Military Officers Association of America annual conference, 15 October 2004, Nashville, Tennessee


Thank you. Please, sit down, please.  Thanks for that kind introduction.  For those of you that like long speeches, you're going to be disappointed because I've been given very, very strict instructions from our youngest-ever Marine Corps Medal of Honor recipient.  Jack Lucas over here grabbed me on the way in and said you're not going to talk long, are you?  And I promised, “No, I won't.”


I won't talk long. But what I'd like to talk about right up front is the Military Officers Association of America, MOAA.

Since 1929 you guys got it right. You were joint before anybody even knew what joint was all about. You went ahead and set up an organization that allowed people from all services to join - an organization that served all soldiers, airmen, Marines, sailors and Coast Guardsmen.  That was pretty visionary when you think about it because nobody was talking about joint operations in 1929. In fact, nobody was even seriously talking about joint operations until the last decade.

So you're almost 80 years ahead of the Pentagon, which is not that tough to do. I can tell by the way some of you are chuckling, you're not surprised by that. So for about 75 years now, you've been serving our young men and women in uniform, and I really salute you for that.  I applaud you for that, and I would only offer that we need to make sure that we don't turn this into the last man or the last lady's club.

We need to make sure that we reach out to the new group of veterans and the new group of service members that are out there in this all-volunteer force, this most magnificent array of young men and women, young Americans, willing to put their lives, their education, their families, their jobs, their careers, their fortunes on the line to defend America.  I think they're worthy of us reaching out and trying to include them into an organization like this so that this organization can continue to be vibrant and grow and be as responsive to service members' needs as it has been for the last 75 years.

I looked at your web site yesterday and counted 29 different issues that were passed by the House and Senate in the National Defense Authorization Act that you supported, and every single one of them is very essential so that we can do our job today.

I've served in the National Guard now for almost 40 years, and I can't tell you of any time that I've ever served that I've ever been more proud to be a member of the National Guard.

I've always been proud of my service and proud of the soldiers, Marines, sailors, airmen and Coast Guardsmen that I've served alongside of over those years. 

On the 13th of December of this year, the National Guard will mark its 368th birthday. The National Guard is older than I am, older than anybody else in this room and any two or three of us collectively.

It's the oldest continuously serving military organization in this nation because it predates the nation. It was the citizen militia that mustered in the early 1600s when we came over from Europe and colonized what is now the United States of America.

The people in New England think they have been here the longest. The people in Florida think they've been here the longest. The people in California remind them that they were here before those two were here, but the bottom line is we've been here a long time, and we've been in this citizen-soldier militia business since before we were a nation, and we're still doing it today and it's more important today than ever.

I have just come back from visiting our young men and women in Iraq who are performing duties for this nation across the globe, and I’ve got to tell you - and I told Colonel Lloyd and some of the members of the American Legion a few weeks ago - that I'm awestruck by the positive things I see, and I'm deeply humbled by what these young men and women doing today. This is Ph.D. level work that they're doing. This is tough, tough soldiering that's going on over there.

And when I say soldiering, I mean the same thing for the sailors, airmen and the Marines that are fighting in Fallujah this morning right alongside of three combat brigades of the Army National Guard. 

This is pretty remarkable. These are the finest, most selfless human beings that I have ever known in the 40 years that I've worn a uniform. They’re always ready, they're always there: whenever, wherever they're needed. They always answer the call to the colors.

So far, we've called up 257,000 citizen soldiers and airmen out of the Army and Air National Guard, volunteers in an all-volunteer force that's now 31-1/2 years old.  They are being tested by the crucible of war, and every single one of them showed up, every single one of them.

Their value in combat and their indomitable spirit is nothing less than daunting. Their love and dedication to their fellow soldiers and airmen, their families and their love of state and nation is unequaled by anything I've seen in my experience. It has been said that those that carried America through World War II were "America's Greatest Generation." I genuinely salute that generation, and I thank them for their service - not only for their willingness to shed their blood in the service of their nation, but because that same precious blood surges through the veins of their sons, their daughters, their grandsons and their granddaughters, and, yes, some of their great-grandchildren who are serving today.

They may have been the greatest generation, but what we're seeing today may even be greater yet.  And that would make the greatest generation very, very proud that the seeds that they brought forth have matured into the same kind of quality young men and women that will stand up and defend this nation when it needs to be defended.

We remain a National Guard serving a nation at war. This morning there are over 119,000 citizen soldiers and airmen deployed in 44 countries around the world answering the call to the colors, doing whatever is needed in Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo, Bosnia, Guantanamo Bay, the Horn of Africa, the Philippines, you name it - some places that we probably couldn't even find on a map without looking in an atlas.

The sacrifices made by our citizen soldiers and airmen are pretty extraordinary, but none is greater than dying to preserve and protect our way of life for the generations of Americans yet unborn. As of this morning, 135 citizen soldiers have made that sacrifice. Over 1,000 have been significantly wounded to the point that they will carry their wounds for the rest of their lives, and it will alter their lives for the rest of the time that they're here on earth.

We honor the memories of our fallen comrades. They will be missed. They will never be forgotten, but we must also remember the Guard members that have been wounded. To their friends, to their families, we offer our thoughts and prayers, our admiration and support and our undying gratitude.

I ask your help in assisting us to get these soldiers and airmen the medical help and the follow-on treatment they deserve, and the seamless access to care from the military to the Veterans Administration that they should receive from a nation that values their service.  And we have to do one more thing for them.  We have to help them in returning to a productive and meaningful private life once that process is finished.

As painful and terrible as war can be, our nation should never go to war in anyplace, at any time, for any reason, or for any length of time without the National Guard. I want to make that very, very clear. I honestly believe that in every single fiber of my being, that this nation should never go to war without the Guard.  I told the American Legion this, and I'll share it with you. When you call out the National Guard, you call out America; and when you call out America, we don't lose.

This new and different kind of war we're in is going to take calling out all of our America. We're all in this fight--the families, the employers, those wearing uniform. You don't have to wear a uniform to serve in this particular engagement.

All of us are in this, and this war is about us. For the first time in my lifetime, it's about us. It's about our way of life. It's about our liberties. It's about our freedoms. It's about whether our children are going to live in the kind of America that we have come to love and value. 

The National Guard has evolved both as the constitutional militia and as an American institution. The National Guard's mission has shifted: from a strategic reserve that was once only going to be called up for World War III - a Cold War deterrent - we must now be an operational force capable of joint and expeditionary employment on very short notice overseas.  We must literally revert to our minuteman heritage, so that we can respond in minutes and - at the longest - hours when we're talking about being attacked here at home.

Through commitment, hard work, and sheer determination, your National Guard has produced an incredible achievement. It has made a huge contribution to our national security capabilities: both defending the homeland where you live and taking the fight to the enemy abroad, in what I consider to be homeland defense in-depth - like whatis going on in the town of Fallujah this morning.

Transforming the National Guard into a truly joint organization, we've realigned the entire National Guard. We've set up the National Guard Bureau in Washington on a joint staff model. We interact on a daily basis with Northern Command, Pacific Command, Strategic Command, Joint Forces Command, and Special Operations Command.  It is absolutely essential for homeland defense and our support of homeland security operations for us to work with other government agencies at the federal and state level to develop a common operating picture and a shared awareness.  We do this so that we can have the best of the Department of Homeland Security and the best of Department of Defense, because I think the American people deserve and expect no less.

This allows us to identify potential threats and to coordinate a synchronized response so that we can detect, deter, and defeat an attack on this nation. 

Every state now has a joint force headquarters. General Hargett is sitting right down here, the Adjutant General of Tennessee.  He presides over one of the most ready, capable organizations in the country, the Tennessee National Guard. He has a joint force headquarters in his state and so do all of his 53 counterparts around the country.

He has forces overseas deployed right now in Afghanistan and Iraq. He's getting ready to send the 278th Armored Cavalry Regiment to Iraq later this year.  At the same time he's got to be prepared to respond to his governor in the event of an act of nature, or in response to the use of weapons of mass destruction, counterterrorism, and on and on as a domestic or state mission.

We can do both. We should do both. We must be organized, trained and equipped to operate both at home and abroad because the skill sets you need on the streets of Baghdad are the same skill sets you're going to need on the streets of Nashville if you should be called out here.  They can't be organized to just do the home mission and you can't use them just to supplement the Army or the Air Force in the away mission. They have to be able to do both.

And it's my commitment to make sure that your National Guard is trained, equipped, organized and ready to do those things on a moment's notice here at home or on short notice for overseas.

We've increased the number of weapons of mass destruction civil support teams. There are now 32 of these teams in the country. By the end of next year, there will be 44, and in less than two years, there will be one in every state and territory, and in California they’re going to have two.

These weapons of mass destruction civil support teams can identify what chemical agents have been used. They can advise what to do about it, and they provide a communications bridge to your emergency responders, your policeman, your firefighter, your ambulance driver, who shows up on the scene. They can come in there and supplement them, tell them what they've been hit with, what they need to do about it, and then start establishing the communications so that the Department of Defense can respond with what has come to be recognized as the first military responders for homeland defense: your National Guard citizen soldiers and airmen.

But we're working very closely with all of the other Reserve components, the Marine Corps Reserve, the Army Reserve, the Air Force Reserve, the Navy Reserve and the Coast Guard Reserve, to make sure that we bring them in in a synchronized manner, working collaboratively on a joint team so that they too can be part of the first military responder family.

I think you as taxpayers and citizens would expect us to do that and you wouldn't want our union cards or our turf battles to get in the way of responding to the American people. I think we've grown beyond that and I'm glad to tell you that the other Reserve Chiefs are on board with this.

In addition, we've developed 12 CERF-Ps. They're Chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear and high yield conventional explosives Enhanced Response Force Packages.

We’ve taken existing Air and Army Guard units and we give them extra training and equipment. The Marines and the Army have certified that they can do their missions to standard.

These regional assets not only add to national weapons of mass destruction incident preparedness, but of equal importance, they are deployable. You can actually send these anywhere you need to, overseas if necessary, and they're fully available to the combatant commanders.

In addition, every state has developed a rapid reaction force and a quick reaction force so that they can generate about a hundred people in less than four hours, and about 500 people in less than 24 hours.  These forces can do general purpose security missions, like guarding nuclear power plants or denying access to contaminated areas or containing a population that may be infected and needs to be quarantined. Or just coming on the street to prevent looting or civil unrest.

They will be available to react to an incident as a part of a state response.  They'll be there well before federal assets could be called upon or arrive on the scene to provide assistance, which I think makes sense. They become the military first responders at that level and - if the incident escalates – will aid in the transition to a higher level.

The three years since September 11 have clearly shown that the National Guard operates across the complete spectrum of national security missions. We simply cannot and should not go to war without the Guard. I talked to you about that earlier and I absolutely am adamant about that.

Whether we're doing airport security or border security or guarding critical infrastructure like a nuclear power plant or a critical single point of failure for communications or oil pipelines or natural gas pipelines or chemical storage areas, whatever it might be, we need to be able to do that while simultaneously remaining available to respond to the calls of the governors for other missions - hurricanes, tornadoes, fires or flooding, snowstorms and other things.

At the same time all this is going on, the National Guard has about 25 percent of its force overseas, over 100,000. We have about another 25 percent of the force getting ready to replace those people overseas. But that means we always have at least half of our capabilities back here at home, capable to respond to you and your families and your friends and neighbors if your governor needs them to be called out here at home. It's a balanced approach we're taking.

We can do both. And we think we can do it indefinitely, even in a volunteer system, even at the rate we're being used right now, if we can assure a couple of things like predictability to the soldiers -  when they'll be called, and when they'll come home. It's not so much the soldiers need to know it; the families need to know it; and more importantly, their employers need to know it because they're full partners in this as well.

Secretary Rumsfeld has tasked us to adapt to better support not only the global war on terrorism but homeland defense and homeland security. The governors want us to ensure that they have sufficient forces with the right capabilities, with the right kinds of units, in the right places at the right time to be able to take care of whatever comes our way.

The record overwhelmingly shows our success, but these successes don't come without sacrifice. We continue the process of rebalancing our forces and there is some pain involved. Taking a long-standing, very proud unit and taking it from a mission set it needed to do 30 years ago  - and maybe even as recently as three years ago - and changing it to what we need for today and tomorrow can be painful, as you all know. 

All of you have been through military reorganizations. They are never fun. Everyone wants to remain what they were good at. But what we were good at and what we were needed for in the past is not what we're needed for in the future.  So we've got to make those changes or we're going to have a very obsolete reenactment group that we will call the National Guard. We don't want that. We want the National Guard to be no-kidding, to show up with the right capabilities and the right skill sets needed to defend this country.

So guys like General Hargett and I are working very hard to rebalance our force and get it so we have the right kind of units in the right place to be able to do the right things at the right time.

Recruiting is a challenge in an all volunteer force, and you know that we came up about 7,000 short this year. We're supposed to have 350,000 soldiers in the Army Guard, and we only ended up with 343,000, about two percent off of our recruiting goal. It's not the end of the world. And I'll tell you why. The force that we have now is the best quality force we've ever had and we do not have any people on the books that are not really there or that we cannot really count on anymore.

At one time, we had people like that. By eliminating those people, we now know exactly what we have, and with that 343,000 we have a very healthy, deployable, ready, reliable, accessible and essential force.

But I need to get it up to 350,000, so we're going to put 1,400 more recruiters on the street. That's the first time we've had a significant increase in recruiters in the National Guard in the last sixteen years. It's time to do it, and we're doing it. We will add 1,400 recruiters to the 2,700 that are already in the field. That's almost a one-third increase in the size and number of recruiters.

We'll close that gap and we'll close it this year. We are not lowering our standards and will not do so. Enlistment standards will remain the same for the Army Guard as they are in the Army and the same for the Air Guard as they are in the Air Force, and I am absolutely confident we'll close that gap in the next year.

Our families are critically important. Our family program is robust and improving daily. We want to partner and strengthen our relationship with MOAA in two very important areas and one new area that we haven't talked about.

First, I want to have your organization work with us to strengthen our family program. Second, I want to work with your organization and the other veteran service organizations to reach out to employers and strengthen the connection between them and their service members serving in the Reserve components.

And then there is a third area where I would like to build on our relationship. We have a growing number of combat-wounded veterans that we need to reach out to and ensure that they know that they have somebody that can help them through the maze of bureaucracy as they get passed from their service to the VA, and then through the wickets of the Veterans Administration, which is a mine field to navigate unless you really understand the system.

You can fall through the cracks in there fairly easily. So I would like the service organizations like MOAA and the National Guard Bureau and the Service Chiefs to work together to make sure that we care about these service members just as much after they were wounded as we did before they were wounded.

I'm concerned about effective employer support, benefits and protections, so that our civilian employers continue to allow people do their duty in the National Guard - so that they realize that they are full partners in this. 

Financial hardships for the self-employed. I don't want to see the Guard and Reserve turn into an organization that doesn't have any self-employed members. We have to find a way to do relieve the burden on the self-employed and we have to find a way to take care of the people that work in a growing sector in the American economy, small businesses.

When you take two or five people out of a small business, it has a great impact on the business. We need to be able to overcome that. We need to expand our family support programs, and community recognition ceremonies when they come back are very, very important and I'd like you to participate and support those if you have the time to do that.

MOAA is the foundation of doing what is right, and it has been for 75 years for our soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines and Coast Guardsmen. This partnership is strong and the contributions are very much appreciated. But I think working together we can make even greater strides in supporting those who defended our very way of life.

Just remember if you take nothing away from here, your National Guard is always ready, always there.
