Gates Says U.S. Army’s Size Will Grow by 22,000
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WASHINGTON — Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates on Monday announced a temporary increase in the size of the Army of up to 22,000 troops to meet what he called the “persistent pace” of operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The increase, to occur over the next three years, will raise the size of the Army to 569,000 active-duty soldiers. An expansion to 547,000 soldiers, announced by Mr. Gates in 2007, was completed in May.

Currently there are about 130,000 American troops in Iraq and about 60,000 expected in Afghanistan by the end of the year. Although there is a scheduled reduction of close to 80,000 troops in Iraq, most will not start to come home until after March 2010.

“The Army faces a period where its ability to continue to deploy combat units at acceptable fill rates is at risk,” Mr. Gates said, meaning that he was concerned that Army units sent to Iraq and Afghanistan in the future might not have enough soldiers. He spoke at a Pentagon news conference with Adm. Mike Mullen, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Mr. Gates did not say what the increase would cost over all, but indicated he would ask Congress for money to pay for it in 2011 and 2012. He estimated the cost in the fiscal year that ends in October at “less than a hundred million dollars” and in fiscal 2010 at $1 billion. He said he would absorb the costs in 2009 and 2010 into the existing Pentagon budget.

“We will take that money from some place that we think isn’t as high a priority as more soldiers, and taking some additional steps to relieve stress in the force,” Mr. Gates said, then segued into one of his frequent criticisms of Congress for adding money to the Pentagon budget for weapons and programs he did not want.

“This is why, frankly, some of the wheeling and dealing on the Hill of a few hundred million here and a few hundred million there for a pet project here and a pet project there confront us with ever more difficult choices when we’re trying to make trade-offs in terms of how do we help our soldiers out,” Mr. Gates said.

Pentagon officials said they expected to increase the size of the Army through more recruitment and increased retention of the existing force. Recruitment is already up this year because the recession has lured people to the steady paychecks of the military. Officials said they also expected the Army to encourage re-enlistment so more soldiers would serve beyond the standard two years.

At the news conference, Mr. Gates also said he would travel to Israel next week and meet with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Ehud Barak, the Israeli defense minister. Mr. Gates said the topics would include Iran, but declined to elaborate.

“I think the only thing that I’m prepared to say about that is that I’m confident that subject will come up,” Mr. Gates said.

The administration has sent different signals in recent weeks about what it would do should Israel strike the plants at the heart of what is suspected to be Iran’s nuclear weapons program. Israel has long threatened such a strike.

Earlier this month, Vice President Joseph R. Biden Jr. said that the United States “cannot dictate” Israel’s decision about an attack and that only Israelis could determine that “they’re existentially threatened” by Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Admiral Mullen has warned that any military strike on Iran “could be very destabilizing.”

Despite the subject of Iran, Mr. Gates characterized his trip to Israel as “a routine visit, as far as I’m concerned.”
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