MILITARIZATION OF THE PHS COMMISS ONED CORPS

The Commissioned Corps of the United States Public Hedlth Service has played arolein
supporting wartime hedlth requirements throughout its history. Soon after the forma establishment of
the Corpsin 1889, it was cdled upon to assist the military in the Spanishr American War of 1898. All
of the Service's Marine Hospitals were made available for the care of the sick and wounded of the
Army and Navy. The Corps aso was given the mgor respongbility for the prevention of the
introduction of yellow fever into the United States by troops returning from Cuba and Puerto Rico.
Medicd officers of the Service were assgned to Cuban and Puerto Rican ports, and some Service
officers were assigned to transports carrying troops home. The Service aso operated atemporary
quarantine station for returning troops. A medica officer of the Service was aso on duty aboard the
Revenue Cutter McCullough with the fleet of Commodore Dewy at the battle of Manila Bay.

The Spanisr American War emphasized the need for defining the functions and status of the
Service in wartime. As a consequence, the act reorganizing the Service that was gpproved on July 1,
1902 contained the following provison:

“That the President is authorized in his discretion to utilize the Public Hedlth and Marine
Hospitd Service in times of threatened or actud war to such extent and in such manner
as shdl in his judgement promote the public interest without, however, in any wise
impairing the efficdency of the Service for the purposes for which the same was created
and ismaintained.”

Using the authority of this 1902 Act, Presdent Wilson militarized the PHS in anticipation of
America s entry into World War | by an Executive Order issued on April 3, 1917. This order dlowed
the PHS to detail officers or other employees at the request of the Secretary of War or the Secretary of
the Navy to the military and made PHS dtations available for treating sck and wounded military
personnel and related purposesin times of war or threstened war. With the issuance of this order, the
Service was congdered to be a part of the military forces. In addition, Congress passed ajoint
resolution gpproved July 9, 1917 fixing the rights and status of PHS officers when serving in the Coast
Guard, Army, or Navy.

The Executive Order of April 3, 1917 by which President Wilson militarized the PHS was later
overturned. An opinion issued by the Attorney Genera on October 29, 1921, held that the power to
create amilitary force out of acivilian one was aduty residing in Congress done. The opinion stated
that under the existing law of 1902, the President could utilize but not convert the Service to amilitary
force within the meaning of the definition “military or navd forces of the United States.”

During World War 11, however, the President was given legidative authority for militarizing the
PHS Commissioned Corps. The Act of Congress of November 11, 1943 that authorized military
benefits for the commissoned officers of the PHS dso gave the President the authority to declare the
PHS Corpsto be amilitary service intimes of war. The Public Hedth Service Act of duly 1, 1944,
which repedled the 1943 Act, contained the same provision for militarization of the PHS Corps. On
June 21, 1945, President Truman issued Executive order No. 9575 which declared “the commissioned
corps of the Public Health Service to be amilitary service and abranch of the land and nava forces of
the United States during the period of the present war.”

The officid end of World War 11 did not take place until the coming into effect of the treaty with
Japan on April 28, 1952, by which time the United States was aready involved in the Korean conflict.



The officid end of the war would have returned the PHS Corps, which was involved in supporting the
military action in Korea, to anon-military status, but by interim legidation the Congress on April 14,
1952 continued certain wartime powers of the President, including the authority to declare the PHS
Corpsto beamilitary service. By Executive Order No. 10349, dated April 26, 1952, President
Truman maintained the status of the PHS Corps as a part of the country’sland and navd forces. By
Public Law 450, approved July 3, 1952, the Congress again extended certain wartime powers of the
President, but did not continue his authority to declare the PHS Corps to be amilitary service. Inthe
absence of such authority, and in the absence of aforma state of war, the PHS Corps was no longer a
military service. The Public Hedth Service Act was later amended to Sate thet the President might
declare the PHS Corpsto be a military service not only in time of threastened or actud war, but dso in
“an emergency involving the nationa defense proclamed by the President.”

The PHS Commissioned Corps has aso contributed support to more recent military operations
of the United States, such asin Vietnam and the Persan Gulf. For example, the PHS organized surgicdl
teamsin Vietnam, conssting of both Corps and civilian personne. PHS gtaff wereadso involved in
efforts to control maaria and other infectious diseases in Vietnam. The Office of the PHS Historian,
however, does not have any information on whether or not the President used his authority to declare
the PHS Corps a military service during these conflicts. On July 6, 1988, the Department of Hedlth and
Human Services and the Department of Defense sgned for the first time a Memorandum of Agreement
which established a contingency planning relaionghip between the departments “for the mobilization and
employment of U. S. Public Hedlth Service (USPHS) Commissioned Corps Officersin DoD hedth
care activities”
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