General Sir Richard Dannatt announces major Army changes 

Soldiers will have the gaps between foreign operations extended by six months, General Sir Richard Dannatt said, as the head of the Army announced a major overhaul of the military intended to keep families together. 
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Gen Dannatt said action had to be taken to avoid the break up of families and prevent the exodus of experienced soldiers, after constant operations in Iraq and Afghanistan for the last six years. 

He announced that the time between fighting on operations would be increased from two years to two-and-a-half years by re-ordering the Army's brigade structure into larger units that could be sent away less often. 

In a speech at the Institute for Public Policy Research think tank, during which he addressed the issues of equipment, troop numbers and training, Gen Dannatt said: "Many families and marriages have unfortunately fallen victim to the relentless pace of operations. 

"A gap of one year between operational deployment is not unusual. Often soldiers are spending much of the year before deployment away from home in training and preparation. This is unacceptable." 

It was a question of how much could be asked of soldiers, he said, adding: "We have seriously stretched our soldiers - both their good will and their families'." 

Under the new plans, called Future Army Structure Next Steps, the Army's fighting brigades of about 4,000 men each are going to be streamlined from 10 to six, mainly configured to fight counter-insurgency warfare. 

Gen Dannatt said Afghanistan was "likely to consume our Armed Forces for foreseeable future". 

In the most outspoken speech since he became Chief of the General Staff in 2006, Gen Dannatt said more equipment was needed for training. He criticised the policy of taking specialist kit off soldiers when they returned from operations to give to those deploying abroad. 

The policy had affected tactics and procedures and was both "counter-intuitive and counter-productive" with soldiers "wasting time retraining" on different equipment. 

He gave an example of a Royal Engineer who had the telescopic and laser sights removed from his rifle that was reduced to "iron" sights after returning from operations. 

Although there had been a "slow start" from the Treasury in properly funding operations and while troops had "never been so well equipped" there was some way to go in getting enough helicopters and surveillance assets. 

He was also critical of the delays to the Army's new armoured vehicle programme called Future Rapid Effects System that will give soldiers modernised transport. 

"Much of what the Army travels in today harks back to '60s and '70s" he said. The "key message" was "no further delays to critical equipment programmes". 

The Army commander warned that the ability of having a division of 25,000 men ready for major combat operations "is becoming increasingly difficult". 

With the Army almost 4,000 troops short of the 102,000 required total, he suggested that more men and women should join the Army because it was a "fine and honourable thing to be a British soldier". 

The new brigades will consist of a battalion of Challenger 2 tanks, one of armoured reconnaissance, an armoured infantry battalion in Warriors, a mechanised infantry battalion in Bulldog armoured vehicles and two "light role" infantry battalions. 

These units would be deployed on operations for six months in every three years. 
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