WITH KATRINA, THE PENTAGON FAILED.
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n the wake of the annihilation and social discontent left by Hurricane Katrina, it might be unseemly for anyone to rack up I-told-you-so's. But, even if he's not saying it, Jim Carafano told you so. Carafano, one of the nation's premier homeland security experts, has spent the past four years urging a greater organizational and operational focus on disaster relief and casting a skeptical glance at official promises that the nation is prepared for a catastrophic emergency. From his perch at the Heritage Foundation, and before that at the Center on Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, he has been a relentless advocate for the idea that the Pentagon in particular needs to clarify what its homeland security mission actually is. Over in the E Ring, Carafano's warnings--that Northern Command (northcom), the new regional command established to provide military assistance in the event of a domestic disaster, needs its own troops and equipment and that the National Guard needs precise guidelines on its homeland security role--carry at least some weight. When the Pentagon was about to unveil its homeland security strategy in June, it sent Paul McHale, the assistant secretary for homeland defense, to a Carafano-convened panel at Heritage for a preview and Q&A.  

Unfortunately, what Katrina shows is that, four years after September 11, the Pentagon's homeland security apparatus still possesses more Qs than As. National Guardsmen, under the command of Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco, didn't reach New Orleans until Friday. Northcom established a joint task force to facilitate help, but many of the ships it ordered to the Gulf Coast just reached the area this week. It's true that the Defense Department doesn't bear the lion's share of the blame for the disastrously shiftless response to the hurricane: Its domestic operations, justifiably constrained to limit the use of the military in the United States, support state governors and the Department of Homeland Security, which spectacularly failed its first major post-September 11 test last week. But its uncertain response to Katrina underscores Carafano's long-standing concern that homeland security still isn't the priority in the Pentagon that it needs to be. 
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eptember 11 proved that, after a successful terrorist attack, the capacities of civilian first responders like firefighters and police are quickly exceeded. In recognition, the Pentagon created northcom in 2002. Its role was to provide a clear chain of command and operational planning to deploy military assistance after another disaster. The next year, it finished establishing a new senior directorate in the Office of the Secretary of Defense to oversee overall Pentagon contributions to the government's newly reorganized homeland security efforts. In practically every statement about how seriously the Pentagon took its mission to protect the continental United States, Donald Rumsfeld and his aides praised the reorganizations, promising, as Paul Wolfowitz did in 2002, that "defense of the U.S. homeland has been the top priority of the Department of Defense."  

But, in practice, the Pentagon didn't seem to prioritize potential domestic missions. Northcom, for example, was given responsibility for directing military operations in the event of a domestic disaster but was not given command over any troops and hardware for its immediate use. In the case of the National Guard, there was no consensus on whether it should emphasize its war-fighting role abroad or its disaster-mitigation functions at home. The Pentagon's answer has been that the Guard can do both without overextending itself. This assurance appears less and less compelling after Katrina. As The Wall Street Journal has reported, Louisiana Guard commanders leaving for Iraq last October took with them high-water vehicles and other equipment that would be needed to deal with the hurricane. 

Most troubling of all was the Pentagon's overall reluctance to be a domestic crisis-response crew when it could engage in military operations overseas. When I interviewed McHale in 2003, he downplayed the Pentagon's role in mitigating a domestic disaster. "We should not move [our focus] over to consequence-management too quickly," he told me, arguing that "if all we do is get better and better at cleaning up after a successful enemy attack, we will have failed in our mission." He didn't get very specific, and it took another two years for McHale to issue a Defense Department strategy for homeland security. When McHale described his approach at Heritage in June, he reemphasized the principle that homeland security begins abroad, waxing enthusiastic about creating what he has called a "maritime defense in depth"--essentially a naval capacity to interdict illicit shipments of weapons of mass destruction far from U.S. shores. The goal of mitigating the effects of what would happen if a nuclear device slipped past the Navy was granted much less emphasis, despite worries among experts about northcom not having units immediately available for disaster-relief missions. Carafano, in particular, urged the creation of precisely such a capability. "We may only use them once in 100 years," he told Congressional Quarterly in 2003, but, "when we need them, they'd be there." 

Katrina, whose effects Homeland Security Secretary Michael Chertoff described over the weekend as similar to "if an atomic bomb was dropped," showed that Carafano was right. On August 27, two days before the hurricane touched down, Blanco sent a request to President Bush for federal assistance, warning that "this incident is of such severity and magnitude that effective response is beyond the capabilities of the State and affected local governments." For reasons that will probably only become clear after the anticipated White House and congressional investigations, requests from the Federal Emergency Management Agency for northcom's help "did not come our way," as Major General Richard Rowe of northcom told The Washington Post. According to Lieutenant General Russel Honoré, the crusty commander of northcom's Joint Task Force Katrina (dubbed a "John Wayne dude" by New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin), his command was established on Sunday, August 28, a day before the storm hit. 

Although northcom may not be to blame for its soldiers' tardy appearance on the scene, the Pentagon bears responsibility for at least one fundamental problem: northcom's lack of immediately deployable military assets. By Thursday, when Honoré briefed Pentagon reporters on his efforts, JTF Katrina's initial contribution of about eight naval ships and 50 helicopters had yet to arrive, nor had the hospital ship Comfort left its Baltimore port. While other regional commands typically have deployable military units designated to them, Honoré had to tell reporters on Thursday that "we have two lcacs [landing craft air cushioned], naval assault vehicles, coming in. We'll put those in the littorals around New Orleans to help resupply and to move people within the next twelve hours." It's possible that this delay could have happened under any regional command, but, considering that Honoré described his priority mission as "search and rescue"--which is inherently a race against time--this appears to be a serious northcom flaw. Indeed, according to the Journal, the Army didn't want to send soldiers from the 10th Mountain Division in Fort Polk for the northcom mission in nearby New Orleans, since the division is preparing to return to Afghanistan. (Concerns about overextending the division apparently led to the few 10th Mountain soldiers who ultimately joined JTF Katrina to receive their deployment orders only on Saturday afternoon.) 

For its part, the National Guard--which began sweeping into New Orleans on Friday and earned well-deserved accolades for its professionalism in evacuating the Superdome and Convention Center and restoring order to the city--had a few flaws of its own. On Saturday, Lieutenant General H. Steven Blum, briefing reporters about the first wave of Guard deployment, confessed that the Guard simply didn't have the strength to enter the city earlier. "We waited until we had enough force in place to do an overwhelming force," he said. "Some people asked why didn't we go in sooner. Had we gone in with less force, it may have been challenged, innocents may have been caught in a fight between the Guard military police and those who did not want to be processed or apprehended, and we would put innocents' lives at risk." 

Blum insisted that the week it took to convene the relatively small force of 7,000 Guardsmen, who eventually entered New Orleans on Saturday, had nothing to do with the Guard's duties in Iraq and Afghanistan. But reporters were stunned to hear that the Guard required so long to amass these troops. When one journalist asked "why it took several days to get to this point," Blum replied, "The delay was in--if you want to call it a delay. I really don't call it a delay, I'll be honest about that. ... The real issue, particularly in New Orleans, is that no one anticipated the disintegration or the erosion of the civilian police force in New Orleans." No one, that is, except the millions of Americans watching the helplessness of the police on television as early as Wednesday, after the city flooded. Or anyone who read the Department of Homeland Security's December 2004 National Response Plan, which warns that a disaster like Katrina "almost immediately exceeds resources normally available to State, local, tribal, and private-sector authorities in the impacted area." 

What's more, in at least some cases, a lack of coordination between northcom and the Guard hampered the relief effort. Colonel Roy Nomey of the Louisiana National Guard's 256th Infantry Brigade eagerly awaited the arrival of JTF Katrina's additional vehicles for his food-distribution mission, since his 300 men (the remaining 3,700 troops in his brigade are in Iraq) didn't have sufficient equipment to get them to New Orleanians in need. "My people are ready. We're poised around New Orleans to set up food distribution centers, but we don't have enough vehicles that sit high enough to get through the flooded streets," Nomey told The Dallas Morning News on Wednesday. Meanwhile, food was scarce at the Superdome and the Convention Center, where thousands of helpless, mostly poor New Orleanians wondered when help would arrive. As Carafano laments, "The [Pentagon] system that we have worked as it was designed. It was never designed to get masses of aid into place in 24 hours. And that's the problem." 

 

t's difficult to say why exactly homeland security hasn't been a top Pentagon priority. Certainly the fact that the military has to simultaneously prosecute two manpower-intensive wars in Iraq and Afghanistan provides part of the answer. Another part may be a disinclination to emphasize domestic operations where the military can't play a lead role: Laws like the 1878 Posse Comitatus Act justifiably restrict the use of the military in the United States itself. But surely another piece of the answer has to do with a deeper-seated reluctance to take on what's known inside the Pentagon as "operations other than war." As a Defense official once groused to CQ, "We can't be looked on as the be-all and end-all panacea for homeland security." The official may have a point, but Katrina proves that, when a mass-casualty disaster hits U.S. shores, the military is practically the only institution that can provide rapid and sustained relief. Jim Carafano could have told him that. Come to think of it, he did. 
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