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US Paratroopers Deploy to Poland and Baltics
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Apr 22, 2014 | by Richard Sisk
About 600 paratroopers from the Army’s 173rd Infantry Brigade were headed to Poland and the Baltic states Tuesday to shore up NATO allies during the Ukraine crisis.

Pentagon officials said that 150 of the "Sky Soldiers" from the 173rd based in Vicenza, Italy, would deploy to Poland on Wednesday. By the weekend, additional 150-troop units were to be on the ground in each of the Baltic states -- Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia -- for joint training with local forces, the officials said.

"The message is to the people of Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia is that the U.S. takes seriously its obligations to European security," said Rear Adm. John Kirby, the Pentagon press secretary.

At a Pentagon briefing, Kirby stressed that the deployments were a U.S. action and were being ordered by Air Force Gen. Philip Breedlove in his role as head of the U.S. European Command and not as the Supreme Commander of NATO.

In another move to deter Russia, the Navy announced that the Aegis destroyer Taylor was entering the Black Sea Tuesday to replace the destroyer Donald Cook "to promote peace and stability in the region."

The presence of the Cook prompted official Russian to charge that the U.S. was attempting to move missile defenses closer to Russia.

-- Richard Sisk can be reached at richard.sisk@monster.com
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Associated Press | Apr 21, 2014 | by Lolita C. Baldor
FORT BRAGG, N.C. — After the 9/11 attacks, tens of thousands of young men and women joined the military, heading for the rugged mountains of Afghanistan and dusty deserts of Iraq.

Many of them now are officers in the Army with multiple combat deployments under their belts. But as the wars wind down and Pentagon budgets shrink, a lot of them are being told they have to leave.

It's painful and frustrating. In quiet conversations at Fort Bragg in North Carolina and Fort Eustis in Virginia, captains talk about their new worries after 15-month deployments in which they battled insurgents and saw roadside bombs kill and maim their comrades. They nervously wait as their fates rest in the hands of evaluation boards that may spend only a few minutes reading through service records before making decisions that could end careers.

During the peak war years, the Army grew to about 570,000, as commanders worked to fill combat brigades and support units to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. Thousands of newly minted officers came in during 2006-2008.

Already down to about 522,000, the Army must shrink to 490,000 by October 2015, and then to 450,000 two years later. If automatic budget cuts resume, the Army will have to get down to 420,000 — a size service leaders say may not allow them to wage even one major, prolonged military campaign.

While a lot of the reduction can come from voluntary retirements, resignations and decreased enlistments, Army commanders will have to force as many as 3,000 officers — nearly 10 percent of the planned decrease — to leave by the end of October 2015. Of those, nearly 1,500 are captains, 550 are majors.

Behind some of those big numbers are soldiers in their late 20s who will be forced out of their military careers long before retirement age and into the still struggling American job market. They would leave with honorable discharges, but without 20 years in the service they would not be eligible for retirement benefits.

"The captains are a problem," Gen. Ray Odierno, the Army chief of staff, said in a recent interview with The Associated Press. "Because when we increased the size of the Army we recruited heavily in certain year groups. So as we draw the Army down, those are over strength."

The military has been through this before. In the years after Vietnam and during the 1990s as the Cold War thawed, the Pentagon pushed thousands of service members out the door, creating what some felt was a hollow military that lacked the soldiers, training and equipment needed to fight and win.

This time, Army leaders argue they're trying to do it right. They're not asking for volunteers, because too many good people leave. So they are combing through files, looking for soldiers with disciplinary or other problems in their annual evaluations — known as efficiency reports — to weed out lower-performing officers.

Col. Trevor Bredenkamp, commander of the 82nd Airborne Division's 1st Brigade Combat Team, said he talked to all of his majors who were in that group, and he had his battalion commanders talk to their captains.

"The challenge is there are about 8 percent that they will have to select that don't have any derogatory information in their file. So there will be some people that will say I don't know why I was selected," Bredenkamp said. "I'm telling people, hey, they're going to decide who they decide on, and if you've been working hard and doing a good job, by and large, the majority of you don't have to worry about it."

Capt. Fred Janoe, a battery commander with the 18th Fires Brigade at Fort Bragg, said the process may create a short-term decline in morale but will be positive in the long term.

"You keep your best performers and as an organization you're able to do more with less," Janoe said.

Sometimes, he said, "you see guys who just barely get by. I don't wish for anything bad to happen to them." But he added, "I grew up on a cattle ranch, and sometimes you cull the herd a little bit."

Other captains did not publicly discuss their concerns about impending separation. But there are broad concerns that when the young officers were serving in Iraq and Afghanistan during the peak war years, the attention paid to their evaluations may have slipped a bit and many of them got largely the same positive ratings. Some worry that a less than stellar relationship with one senior officer may doom their relatively short careers, while others say many lower performers got high marks while deployed, skewing the system.

Some officers have even found themselves in the odd position of being up for a promotion at the same time as they are being considered for separation, with both evaluation boards going on at about the same time.

Odierno said he recognizes the concerns and the Army is trying to go through the process carefully once it gets to the officers who don't have problems in their files.

"We're doing that a bit slower. I want to make sure that they have enough years where we can do a proper evaluation," he said. "We want to keep the best. We want it to be very competitive."

Once chosen for departure, the young officers will have two months to leave.

"We have an obligation to help them land softly on the outside of the Army," said Bredenkamp.
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Associated Press | Apr 14, 2014 | by Malin Rising
STOCKHOLM -- For the first time in 10 years, Russia last year spent a bigger share of its overall economy on arms investments than the U.S. as it seeks to bolster its military capability, a Swedish arms watchdog said Monday.

The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute said Russia increased its military spending in 2013 by 4.8 percent to $87.8 billion, representing 4.1 percent of its gross domestic product. Meanwhile, global military spending fell by 1.9 percent in 2013 to $1.7 trillion, as many Western countries cut arms investments following the financial crisis.

SIPRI program director Sam Perlo-Freeman told The Associated Press the increase in Russia is in line with the country's 2011-2020 State Armaments Plan that aims to spend over $700 billion on modernizing Russia's military equipment, technology and industry.

"The goal of building up military capability has been seen as more urgent since the Georgia war in 2008, which revealed serious shortcomings in Russia's military technology and readiness," he said.

However, he said economic constraints may prevent Russia from increasing military spending any faster than was previously planned, despite the ongoing crisis in the Ukraine.

"The economy is a key factor, including especially oil and gas prices, and many observers believe that the State Armaments Plan is based on over-optimistic economic projections, so that this may act as something of a constraint on the rate of increase of military spending," he said.

The U.S. cut military outlays by 7.8 percent in 2013, but remained the biggest arms investor in the world in real terms by spending $640 billion, or 3.8 percent of GDP. The fall is mainly a result of the end of the war in Iraq, the beginning of the drawdown from Afghanistan and effects of automatic budget cuts, SIPRI said.

China increased military investments by 7.4 percent to $188 billion, and is the second biggest arms spender in the world.

SIPRI said a pattern has been established in recent years whereby military spending is falling in North America, Europe and Oceania while it has increased in other regions.

"In some regions, such as those surrounding China and Russia, there is a danger of military spending growth contributing to a ratcheting up of tensions," Perlo-Freeman said.

He said the lower military spending in Western Europe likely means a diminution of countries' abilities to intervene overseas, but said the Ukraine crisis could turn around that trend, especially in countries close to Russia.
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Attention Patriots:
 
Helpful Veteran Information from the VA, provided to the National Adjutant, and passed on to you, the Member...
VA News
France bestows Legion of Honor on 14 U.S. vets for WWII efforts.  They were willing to fight and risk death in France’s time of need, and this week in Washington, a grateful ally gave thanks.

Trailblazing female veterans from WWII, Korea honored.  Hyperlink to Article Topeka Capital-Journal: The event, titled “Celebrating Women of Character, Courage and Commitment: Women in Service from the Revolutionary War to Today,” took place Friday. The program was held in conjunction with Women’s History Month, which is observed each year in March.

World War II Rosie the Riveter still inspires women at Lockheed.  “Rosie the Riveter” was actually a composite of the experience of many women. The symbol was first popularized by a song, and “Rosie” soon came to represent all women working in defense.

Army health center in Vicenza may cut services to DoD civilians.  The Army health center at Vicenza, Italy is considering reducing services to Defense Department civilians, especially those with chronic conditions, officials said this week.

Take action to heal our Vietnam vets.  Hyperlink to Article Times Union:  Of the 2.3 million U.S. military personnel who served there, we count the names of 58,286 chiseled into the Vietnam War memorial as the number that made the ultimate sacrifice

Researching Military Sexual Trauma.  Hyperlink to Article WUSF (Audio):  One in every five women and one in every 100 men have told the Veteran's Administration that they experienced sexual trauma while serving in the military.

Flags display, Senate bill put focus on veteran suicides.  A new bill aimed at improving suicide prevention for veterans was introduced in the U.S. Senate on Thursday, as nearly 2,000 flags were planted within view of the Capitol each one representing a current or former servicemember who had committed suicide so far this year.

Sen. Nelson: None of the controversial VA deaths occurred at Haley.  Hyperlink to Article The Tampa Tribune:  Neither the James A. Haley Veterans’ Hospital in Tampa nor the C.W. “Bill” Young” VA Medical Center at Bay Pines were the locations where deaths occurred as the result of treatment delays, according to U.S. Sen. Bill Nelson (D-FL) and hospital officials.

Lawsuit response: VA denies responsibility for Massena mans death.  Hyperlink to Article Watertown Daily Times:  The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs denies any wrongdoing in the 2011 death of a Massena man at one of its hospitals.

Report finds major problems at Miami VA rehab site.  Hyperlink to Article The Washington Times:  A Veterans Affairs Department drug rehab facility was so poorly run that some patients were actually on drugs during their stay there culminating in the death of a veteran from an overdose of cocaine and heroin.

VA breaks ground on Charlotte health-care center, projects spring 2016 opening.  Hyperlink to Article Charlotte Business Journal  The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs broke ground on its 295,000-square-foot outpatient health-care center in Charlotte on Friday.

Mo. Veterans Commission accused of failing to file claims.  Hyperlink to Article KSDK-TV (Video):  Congresswoman Ann Wagner (R-MO) plans to demand an audit into the Missouri Veterans Commission for what she calls an egregious failure to help veterans.

Shall is better word for two VA claims bills.  Hyperlink to Article The American Legion:  At a March 26 congressional hearing, The American Legion expressed its support for several pending bills, including the Veterans Access to Speedy Review Act (H.R. 2119), which would improve opsportunities for veterans to use video conferencing for hearings before the Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA).

Benefits backlog for veterans has shrunk, but critics say VA still not working fast enough.  Hyperlink to Article San Jose Mercury News:  While significant progress initially was made in reducing the national benefits backlog, the momentum has slowed.

Irregularities cited in student vet study.  Hyperlink to Article Army Times:  A study released by Student Veterans of America promised to bring much-needed clarity to veterans’ college graduation rates, but irregularities in how the research was done may cast doubt on its findings.

Battlefield angels honored in Washington.  Combat medics swoop into a battlefield and save their fellow servicemember. Sometimes, as bullets fly around them, they risk their own life to help that of another. 
 
Chance encounter connects Marines with long lost rescuers.  As Staff Sgt. Luke Thompson examined the letter written in broken English, the first thing that jumped out was the date: Feb. 17, 2006.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 
VA / VSO-MSO Hearings as March 29, 2014:

 
April 2, 2014.  HVAC, Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations will hold an oversight hearing entitled, “VA & Human Tissue: Improvements Needed for Veterans Safety.”

 
April 3, 2014. House Veterans Affairs Committee will hold a second oversight hearing on transparency at the Department of Veterans Affairs.

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Weight Loss for Those with Disabilities.  Veterans and others with disabilities can lose weight through a program that involves phone calls and a Web-based remote coaching tool. The approach is low-cost and effective, say researchers.
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