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Introduction
In his first Presidential Study Directive (PSD), Barack Obama initiated an ambitious review of the White House’s
organization for counterterrorism and homeland security issues.1 By April 23, 2009, the Assistant to the President
for Homeland Security and Counterterrorism, John Brennan2, is to provide findings of the interagency review to
the President for decision.3 Notably, President Obama states in the Directive, “I believe that Homeland Security
is indistinguishable from National Security—conceptually and functionally, they should be thought of together
rather than separately.”4
This Brief offers a discussion of the arguments for and against merging the Homeland Security Council (HSC)
with the National Security Council (NSC). We seek not to prescribe a particular organizational structure, but
instead provide the perspective of many who have long studied and/or served on these Councils or in related
high-level government positions. Regardless of the structure chosen, it is only one aspect of the larger matter of
effective policy management by the White House. In part, Brennan’s task is to help fashion a new organizational
chart; but more importantly, he will help shape how President Obama receives information, makes decisions,
and both marshals and leads his security team.
There is general agreement that homeland security is a part of national security.5 The challenge is to create an
organizational construct that reflects this reality and manages it most effectively. The key questions for present
purposes are: “how can the federal government best manage its role in the homeland security enterprise, and
what should be the role of White House staff?” The answers to these questions are complicated by the now fairly
uncontroversial proposition that homeland security is more vast and interdisciplinary, as an enterprise, than
traditional national security.6 The former is marked by its relative newness, the wide distribution of authorities
and missions, as well as the sheer number of entities involved—virtually every federal department and agency
as well as stakeholders at the state, local, and tribal levels, and in both the private and non-governmental/nonprofit sectors. The resulting web of interconnected, and often disjointed, bureaucracies and stakeholder groups
is strikingly complicated.7 The role of White House homeland security staff is to advise and assist the president
in developing overarching and interagency policies, and to ensure their execution.8 Information sharing,
infrastructure protection, incident management, disaster response, and health and medical preparedness and
planning are just a few examples of matters that do not necessarily fit within the traditional national security
enterprise, yet must occur at all levels of government, and integrate nongovernmental actors and organizations;
further complicating matters, aspects of these issues may also require close coordination and cooperation with
international partners.
HSC and NSC share important similarities. The NSC was created over sixty years ago, in the wake of lessons
learned from World War II. Established in October 2001, HSC was also created following a pivotal, precipitating
event. Akin to the NSC’s mission, HSC was created to “ensure coordination of all homeland security-related
activities among executive departments and agencies and promote the effective development and implementation
of all homeland security policies.”9 Largely modeled after the NSC structure, the HSC was established with
Principals and Deputies Committees, as well as eleven Policy Coordination Committees.10
President Obama’s inaugural PSD appears to imply that the HSC will be integrated within the NSC structure
under the National Security Advisor, General (ret.) James L. Jones.11 However, debate continues on whether such
a restructuring will better safeguard the nation. As decision-makers reflect upon HSC’s future, the following
questions should be considered:
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• Will the ultimate choice of organizational structure, location, and staffing levels improve capabilities to
present the President with complete and accurate homeland security information in a timely manner, so that
decisions may be properly founded?
• Will deserving homeland issues receive the same emphasis, resources, and senior-level attention as comparable
to national security concerns?
• Should the Homeland Security Advisor:
v clearly have the mandate (and accountability) for monitoring threats both at home and abroad, and have
sufficient access to the President to convey vital information and advice, and obtain policy decisions?
v possess the status and clout to convene principals (i.e., Department and Agency heads, as well as Assistants
to the President in the White House), and direct, as necessary, the deputies and policy coordinating
committees process to ensure effective interagency coordination and oversight?
With these questions in mind, let us now turn to the arguments on both sides of the debate.

Arguments for Maintaining an
Independent Homeland Security Council
• Standing. A Homeland Security Advisor with a direct reporting relationship to the President, and a dedicated
staff, provides that individual—and the issues within his portfolio—the standing needed within the White
House and the government as a whole. Moreover, in the competition for limited administrative and technical
resources, there is risk that support for highly bureaucratic but still vital homeland security initiatives
involving myriad interagency and other players will be trumped by more straightforward traditional national
security issues with higher visibility. With an independent HSC, the odds would be lessened that homeland
security would take a back seat to other issues of import of the traditional national security variety.12
• Bandwidth. Iraq, Afghanistan, threats from rogue nations and non-state actors, and other strategic security
concerns fall squarely within the National Security Advisor’s portfolio. Adding homeland security issues
would, at best, dilute his attention to both sets of issues and, at worst, overwhelm him13 as well as slow down
the process of coordinating and resolving policy matters within the NSC. An independent HSC allows the
National Security Advisor and his staff to focus on current NSC priorities. (At the same time, it is worth
noting that an independent HSC would be free to—and indeed should—coordinate closely with the NSC
on issues of mutual interest or concern).
• Different Missions and Stakeholders. Though many homeland security issues have an international dimension,
the homeland security mission is inherently different from the traditional national security mission.
Homeland security encompasses prevention, protection, preparedness, response and recovery activities
related to terrorism, and both man-made and natural disasters. In addition, homeland security has vastly
different stakeholders—requiring familiarity, close coordination and cooperation with state, local, and
tribal governments, as well as the non-profit and private sectors. By contrast, the NSC’s function, since its
inception under President Truman, has been to advise and assist presidents on a range of defense and foreign
policy issues—matters that have been the province of a comparatively smaller circle of federal players, many
with little or no experience working domestic issues. While some national security concerns overlap with
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the realm of homeland security (and vice versa), the differences in missions and stakeholders would make
combining the two Councils an unhappy marriage.14
• Unwieldy Organization. The goals of improved efficiency and more seamless coordination are important,
however, consideration should be given to the practical ramifications and potential unintended consequences
of combining both councils. The case for merging is likely considerably more compelling on paper than
it will be in practice. The increase in staff size, mission scope and complexity, and diversity of mission
providers, stakeholders and relevant authorities will result in a very unwieldy organization.

Arguments for Integrating the Homeland Security Council within
the National Security Council
• Common security missions and structures. The missions and structures of HSC and NSC are similar. Both
HSC and NSC focus on contemporary security challenges, and are responsible for developing, coordinating,
and ensuring implementation of policies, for example, to counter the threat of terrorism. The staffs are
among the only in the White House with the highest security clearances, and work in secure areas. The
organizational structures are nearly identical with HSC having adopted both the staff organization15 as well
as policy coordination mechanisms16 of NSC.
• Overlap and (Dis)Unity of Effort. Just as the maxim that politics stops at the water’s edge is outdated, so too
is the notion that homeland and national security can be bifurcated into two distinct disciplines or entities.17
The overlaps are many: counterterrorism has both international and domestic aspects; the security of
our borders, ports, and transportation systems involve steps inside the United States as well overseas; and
intelligence involves measures both at home and abroad. These issues require expertise and capabilities of
both a homeland and international security nature. The current separate HSC and NSC structures therefore
embody an artificial distinction, and undermine an integrated and concerted approach to our security.18 The
organizational divisions create a “wall” between HSC and NSC staff, leading to a decreased understanding of
what the other is doing, thereby increasing coordination challenges, sometimes resulting in confusion – and
even competition – over issues. Separate structures also create needless duplication of administrative and
technical resources within the White House.
• Eliminating Stovepipes and Improving Decision-making. Just as intelligence agencies have been criticized
for not adequately sharing information or integrating the various components of this vast community, our
nation’s security should not be artificially divided into homeland and national security components.19 Gen.
Jones explained the Obama administration’s conception of the national security community in a recent
interview this way: “the whole concept of what constitutes…the national security community…has got to
embrace a broad membership.”20 Executive decision-making would be well served by unified forums and
processes that further, in a coordinated manner, discussion, debate, implementation and oversight.
• Parity. Viewed by some as the NSC’s “weak sibling,” many observers saw the HSC under President Bush
as never on par with the more established NSC.21 The interagency community regarded the NSC as more
“important,” and tended to be more responsive to it than to the HSC. Moreover, the HSC staff was generally
no larger than a quarter of the NSC’s, and many of the HSC’s small cadre of officials received lower pay
compared to their national security counterparts.22 Without significant staff upgrades, the HSC may not
have the personnel to adequately marshal and coordinate the homeland security policy process. 23
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Considerations Irrespective of Structure
Regardless of the bureaucratic placement of HSC in the White House, the Council’s mission and functions
remain essential, and its capabilities should be strengthened. To that end, the following should be considered:
• Interagency Budgetary Authority. During the Bush Administration, the HSC staff had a relatively small say
in interagency budgetary matters. Often the HSC staff became involved in budgetary matters late in the
budget process, or learned the details of Department and Agency budgets after they had been submitted
to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and even then, had little opportunity to have significant
input prior to the President’s budget being finalized. HSC staff should be empowered to work closely and
early with OMB staff in order to establish and review government-wide homeland security budget priorities;
and the homeland and budget staffs should review annual budget submissions together.
• Additional Resources. Among the criticisms of the HSC under President Bush were that it was understaffed,
underpaid, and simply did not have the vast resources that NSC possessed. Boosting staffing, compensation,
and the ability of the organization to garner technical, support, and other resources will help ensure a more
effective policy process. Given the current domestic economic crisis, and concerns abroad, homeland security
may not be a front-burner issue for the White House at the moment—of course, that could change in an
instant—but it is critical that investments be made now.
• Integrating State and Local Perspective. Issues such as preparedness, information sharing, and disaster response
are top tier concerns for state and local officials. It is imperative that there be individuals who can articulate
their perspective in the White House. The Homeland Security Advisor should also strive to integrate state,
local, and tribal officials into the White House homeland security structure.24 Incorporating non-federal
officials and ideas will ensure that the president hears views from outside Washington.25
• Political and/or Career Staff. Many of the HSC staff under President Bush were political appointees. NSC
relies much more heavily on career staff loaned to the organization for a year at a time. Due to the strict
internal White House personnel vetting rules that applied to HSC—but not NSC—otherwise qualified
HSC staff candidates were turned away in some cases.26 Thus, consideration should be given to candidates
irrespective of their party affiliation when it is in the interests of the nation’s security. That said, the value
of having competent political appointees as part of a homeland staff should not be overlooked—being
“political” actually helped HSC staff achieve its policy objectives. For example, the fact that certain HSC
staffers were appointees of the President gave them enhanced standing with the most senior members of the
White House staff, and in certain quarters, those HSC staffers were considered as more trusted members
of the Administration team. Furthermore, it was easier for HSC’s political appointees to develop closer
working relationships with colleagues across other key offices within the White House. Regardless of where
the homeland staff is located, the advantages and disadvantages of having political versus career appointees
must be addressed, with the likely right answer being a combination of both.
• Role of the Secretary of Homeland Security. The Secretary of Homeland Security should coordinate domestic
operations, with the White House staff supporting and providing policy guidance and interagency policy
coordination as appropriate. To most successfully enable homeland security, White House staff must resist
the urge to manage incidents, and should support and empower the Secretary of Homeland Security. For
her part, the Secretary must embrace her interagency incident management responsibilities and work in a
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cooperative manner with her Cabinet colleagues. In this sense, the Secretary must further integrate other
Departments and Agencies, as well as state, local, tribal, private sector, and non-profit stakeholders; an overreliance on DHS components has proven to be problematic in the past. The system can function in the
manner described only if there is mutual trust and respect for the Secretary’s position (both inside the White
House and throughout all levels of government), and if information is provided to and from DHS in a timely
and effective way. That said, based on the language in PSD-1, it appears the current Administration hopes to
build the “capacity to coordinate” in the White House, rather than empowering the Secretary of Homeland
Security with this role, which is essential to the Department’s success.27
Regardless of how President Obama organizes his security councils, it must be done in a manner that provides
the President and his senior advisors the best opportunity to get the policymaking process right. As Daalder and
Destler note in a recent essay on the position of National Security Advisor: “What is most important, in the end,
is to make sure that the president makes the right decisions, that he does so in a timely manner, and that they
are implemented effectively.”28

Looking Ahead:
A New and Improved National and Homeland Security Structure?
President Obama has undertaken a number of national and homeland security structural moves early in
his administration. For example, in Presidential Policy Directive-129, he broadened NSC membership to
formally include the Secretary of Homeland Security30 (consistent with the informal practice of the previous
administration). PPD-1 notes further that, “when homeland security or counter-terrorism related issues are on
the agenda, the NSC’s regular attendees will include the Assistant to the President for Homeland Security and
Counter-Terrorism.” Moving forward, steps like these must be part of a larger structure that avoids “span-ofcontrol” issues for the National Security Advisor, that allows for the smooth resolution of turf battles, and builds
a better integrated system that includes the voices of all national and homeland security stakeholders.
If the HSC is merged with the NSC as anticipated, it is important to be aware of the functional and structural
implications of this decision. First and foremost, the Homeland Security Advisor must take on issues outside the
traditional NSC sphere as priorities under the larger NSC structure. For example, the Homeland Security Advisor
must be concerned about cross-border drug violence, pandemics and hurricanes, and not simply terrorism
alone. On the structural side, at least three issues must be addressed or they may hamper the Homeland Security
Advisor’s ability to drive policy issues and provide oversight:
• Perceived Status. Although part of the Homeland Security Advisor’s title includes “Assistant to the President”
(implying that he is a direct report to the President), the Homeland Security Advisor is also, in contrast
with his Bush White House predecessors, a Deputy National Security Advisor.31 This is a significant, if
subtle, change because the Homeland Security Advisor reports, at least in part, through the National
Security Advisor. As a consequence, the Homeland Security Advisor cannot convene32 or chair33 Principals
Committee meetings without approval from the National Security Advisor. Unless the President makes a
deliberate and sustained effort to emphasize that the Homeland Security Advisor is truly a “principal”-level
official (vs. a “deputy”), he will not be treated as a peer by status-conscious and time-constrained principals
(including Cabinet members).
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• Deputy. The breadth and complexity of homeland security issues are unlikely to be successfully managed
without a Deputy Homeland Security Advisor reporting to the Homeland Security Advisor.34 Without a
deputy, the Homeland Security Advisor is left to chair Principals Committee meetings as well as Deputies
Committee meetings. Furthermore, it is not the decision of the Homeland Security Advisor whether to
convene or chair Deputies meetings. Instead, it is up to the “principal deputy” of the National Security
Advisor35 to determine whether the Homeland Security Advisor may convene36 or chair37 Deputies meetings.
Without a Deputy Homeland Security Advisor, effective oversight of the homeland security policy process
is likely to suffer.
• Focus. The Homeland Security Advisor may have a difficult time focusing NSC staff on certain homeland
matters, particularly if his staff continues to be smaller in number than that of his predecessors. His reporting
to the National Security Advisor magnifies the challenge of achieving requisite focus.
Should HSC be retained as an independent organization, it should be vested with authorities and resources
equivalent to those afforded to the NSC. This includes providing HSC with a semi-autonomous status similar
to that which the NSC enjoys.38 This would shift overall management responsibilities from the White House
central management office (where smaller organizations such as Speechwriting and Legislative Affairs report),
to the HSC Executive Secretariat, thereby enhancing HSC’s ability to recruit and retain highly qualified staff and
manage its own budget.
Qualities such as leadership, judgment, and trust are also essential in order to strike difficult balances, and
effectively coordinate and execute the president’s policies.39 President Obama must have the utmost trust in
his senior security advisors in order to effectively manage a challenging policy process and receive the best,
unvarnished advice. These advisors must be willing and able to raise difficult issues and questions, particularly
when the stakes deserve it. No system will successfully manage the policy process if not composed of effective
leaders and supporting staff who have the ability and willingness to question assumptions and plans, and point
out shortcomings in policy implementation. 40
Terrorism, natural disasters, border security, intelligence, and other pressing homeland security-related matters
must receive the attention they deserve by President Obama. This will occur only if the President’s domestic
and international security structures inside the White House are organized and properly equipped to manage
an effective policy process. Success is dependent upon clear responsibilities and lines of communication; strong
leadership from the President and senior security advisors; and the integration of diverse stakeholder voices. If
President Obama does fold homeland security responsibilities into the NSC, he should do so in a manner that,
at a minimum, enhances the prioritization, management and integration of homeland security issues without
hampering the conduct of traditional national security functions.
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