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Public needs to be alerted on base-closing threat

DESERT NEWS STAFF REPORT 
CALIFORNIA CITY — There’s real possibility that activities at Edwards Air Force Base and the China Lake Naval Air Weapons Station could be cut significantly with a potentially devastating effect on local economies, members of the East Kern Alliance said at a meeting here Monday.

“One of our big problems is that there isn’t a feeling of urgency about this,” said Bob Johnstone of The Aerospace Office.

Johnstone’s comments were echoed by ECA treasurer George Novinger of Tehachapi, who said that no one in that area responded with offers of support to a recent briefing on the Base Realignment and Closing (BRAC) and how it will affect the Tehachapi area, which is home to many people working at Edwards.
(At previous ECA meetings, East Kern Airport District General manager Stuart Witt warned that cutbacks at Edwards and China Lake could hurt flight test programs at Mojave spaceport, which uses airspace managed by the two bases). 

‘Nibbling away’
According to Johnstone, many people brush off the BRAC issue by saying that Edwards and China Lake will never be closed.

“While they may never be completely closed, important missions at both base are in danger of being transferred to East Coast bases,” Johnstone said.

One current example is a program involving modifications to F-15 fighter aircraft, a program being transferred to Florida, Johnstone warned.

“They (Air Force officials) tell us they want to move ‘legacy’ programs like the F-15 from Edwards to make room for new programs, but I don’t see any new programs on the horizon,” the retired Edwards official said.

The F-15 program involves avionics upgrades which have traditionally been a key program at Edwards, Johnstone said.

“They’re trying to beef up Eglin Air Force Base in Florida to protect it from BRAC,” Johnstone said, adding that the Florida base has an effective congressman protecting it, as does the Navy’s flight test facility at Patuxent River, Maryland.

Economic impact
What could happen at Edwards is that flight test operations, which employ highly-skilled (and highly-paid) engineers and technicians could be replaced with operational squadrons staffed by much lower-paid Air Force personnel.

Phil Arnold of Ridgecrest, representing Indian Wells Valley 2000, a group that does for China Lake what the Edwards alliance tries to do for Edwards, said China Lake could lose half of its operations.
“China Lake represents 80-percent of the economy in the Indian Wells Valley communities of Ridgecrest and Inyokern.” Arnold said. A 50-percent cut would be “devastating,” impacting the local hospital and Cerro Coso Community College.

Echoing Johnstone’s F-15 example, Arnold said the Navy transferred an important and talented rocket fuel engineer to an East Coast base.

“They can take away so many people and programs that the base will eventually close,” Arnold warned.
Ed Fuller of California City, who was appointed to serve on the ECA board Monday, said East Coast bases would also like to move activities from the Air Force Research Lab near Boron.
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Pentagon Point Man Opposes Base Closings Delay

Picatinny and Fort Monmouth could be vulnerable, military analysts say

By Wayne Woolley, Star-Ledger Staff

A top Pentagon official said yesterday that a politically unpopular plan to close dozens of military installations across the country should move forward as scheduled next year because it will save tax dollars and strengthen the nation's defense.

Raymond DuBois, a deputy undersecretary in the Department of Defense, said congressional efforts to delay by two years a plan to trim as many as 125 of the nation's 500 installations would hinder the military's ability to react quickly to global threats.

"Delay is tantamount to appeal," DuBois said. "Let's get it over with. Let's figure out what's right for the taxpayer. Let's figure out what's right for the military."

A majority of the U.S. House of Representatives, including 11 of the 13 members of the New Jersey delegation, voted in May to delay convening the federal Base Realignment and Closure Commission until 2007. The U.S. Senate narrowly voted to proceed in 2005. Both votes were cast as part of the 2005 Defense Department budget.

President Bush said he will veto the budget if it includes a delay. Sen. John Kerry, Bush's presumptive Democratic opponent in the November election, favors the two-year delay.

DuBois, who is Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld's point man in the effort to consolidate military installations, spoke yesterday to the Morris County Chamber of Commerce before touring New Jersey's two Army research and development centers, Picatinny Arsenal in Dover and Fort Monmouth in Eatontown.

Earlier this year, DuBois toured the state's other major installations, Fort Dix, McGuire Air Force Base, Naval Air Engineering Station Lakehurst and Naval Weapons Station Earle.

"It's too early to say which bases, or how many bases are going to be affected," DuBois said. "All installations are being examined as part of this process."

All of New Jersey's major facilities survived previous base-closure rounds, which were held in 1991, 1993, 1995 and 1998. The bases contribute $9 billion to the state's economy, according to a Rutgers University survey done earlier this year.

Ninety-seven other bases around the country were shuttered under previous base-closure orders, saving nearly $17 billion, according to the Pentagon calculations.

In the new cutbacks, the Pentagon must submit a list of facilities it believes should be realigned or closed to an independent, nine-member base-closure panel by May 16, 2005.

DuBois promised yesterday the process will be free of politics that marked past closure rounds. He also said that the uniformed leaders of the four military branches will play a key part in the deliberations.

"The military judgment of the Joint Chiefs of Staff cannot and will not be trumped by some political appointee or even the secretary of defense," DuBois said.

DuBois said the military value of each installation will be the main consideration in deciding what stays open.

Military analysts say research centers such as Picatinny Arsenal, which develops weapons, and Fort Monmouth, which develops communications equipment, will be particularly vulnerable in future Pentagon cutbacks.

DuBois promised yesterday that all facilities will get equal consideration.

Unlike previous base closure rounds, the current effort will assign the Pentagon's top scientists to evaluate the work done at research and development bases.

DuBois offered a bit of hope for New Jersey's technology centers.

He said that developments in telecommunications mean far-flung research centers can share information and may not need to consolidate.

"Where we might have concluded that base X or laboratory Y ought to be realigned 15 years ago, that's not the conclusion we might reach at this point."

Supporters of the work done at Picatinny Arsenal and Fort Monmouth have argued that the highly-skilled work forces likely would not relocate if the bases closed and their work moved somewhere else. The roughly 8,000 workers at the two bases earn an average of $65,000 a year, according to the Rutgers study.

Fred Berger, a retired Army special forces officer who is the president of Denville-based Concerned Responsible Individuals in Support of Picatinny, said the Army would suffer if it moved the work done at the Morris County base somewhere else.

"If Picatinny closes, the brain power there would be gone forever," he said after DuBois' remarks.

DuBois agreed that the military runs the risk of losing the services of highly-skilled civilian engineers when it closes bases.

"But we're not going to make decisions on that basis," DuBois said. "We're going to make decisions on the basis of military value and military judgment."

Wayne Woolley covers the military.
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Funding Less Than Sought For Fighting Base Closures

By James P. Sweeney, Copley News Service

SACRAMENTO – Despite a push for more, the state's pending $105.3 billion budget contains relatively little for what Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger identified as a top priority: the fight to protect California's military bases from the next round of closures.

The administration and legislative negotiators agreed to more than triple the budget for the Office of Military Support. But the small office was operating on a shoestring budget of $153,000. A proposed $350,000 increase will boost that to $503,000.

A number of states with much less to lose have spent much more to fight proposed closings in their states. Texas approved a $250 million bond issue for infrastructure projects near bases. Florida budgeted $15 million; Georgia, $6 million and Pennsylvania, $5 million, according to state officials.

Assemblyman George Nakano, D-Torrance, and a number of other lawmakers attempted to persuade the administration to add up to an additional $1.5 million to the state's base-retention campaign. But the augmentation was trimmed repeatedly during budget negotiations until $350,000 was left. In the end, Nakano was grateful for that.

"At least there is some money there," he said. "When you consider the budget crisis that we are dealing with, I can understand it."

The state budget was balanced with a $15 billion loan and California faces recurring multibillion-dollar deficits in the immediate future, some analysts have warned.

A Schwarzenegger administration spokesman said the state's commitment will leverage concerted local base-retention campaigns under way statewide.

"We are in tough budget times right now and we have to use our dollars wisely," spokesman Patrick Dorinson said. "We have a good team here and we will be working on this very hard."

Schwarzenegger declared shortly after his election last fall that he would lead an aggressive fight to retain California's 62 military installations, which employ 274,000 people and are a major economic force in San Diego County.

California has been hit hard in four previous rounds of base closings, losing more than 93,000 defense jobs in an economic hit valued at $9.6 billion. Twenty-nine of 91 major installations in the state were closed or realigned. California's job losses amounted to 60 percent of the national total.

The next round of base closings is expected to close an additional 25 percent of the nation's more than 400 military facilities. The Pentagon next year must give an independent base-closing commission a list of installations it recommends for closure. The commission will select the bases to close, and Congress may approve or reject the entire list.

San Diego County has perhaps the nation's largest military concentration with 12 major installations and more than 100,000 sailors and Marines. Military operations generate $18 billion for the local economy, said Julie Meier Wright of the San Diego Regional Economic Development Corp.

Wright, leading the local base-retention campaign, suggested the level of state support should be adequate as a complement to local efforts.

"I'm not convinced that, absent a cogent game plan, you can throw a lot of money at something, when the Department of Defense criteria are centered on issues like military values," Wright said.

Statewide, more than 40 regional groups have formed to protect local bases. Eighteen had hired lobbyists at one point. San Diego's effort has a $200,000 annual commitment of support from local sources.
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Military In Charleston A $3.3 Billion Presence

By Staff and Wire Reports

CHARLESTON -- Almost a decade after the Charleston Naval Base and Shipyard were shuttered, the military presence in Charleston is surging, providing more than 27,000 jobs and pumping almost $3.3 billion into the local economy.

A study released Tuesday shows the economic impact of the military in the area trails only tourism, which pumps about $5 billion into the economy, and equals the effect of the Port of Charleston.

Military missions have expanded in recent years at the Charleston Naval Weapons Station and the Charleston Air Force Base.

The impact could someday even equal the military presence before the base closing, said Mary Graham of the Charleston Metro Chamber of Commerce's Center for Business Research, which helped compile the study.

In 1993, before the base and shipyard closed, the military provided about 48,000 jobs and had a $4.2 billion economic impact.
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Military Still A Top Employer

Economic impact placed at $3.28B and 27,000 jobs

By Terry Joyce, Of The Post and Courier Staff

The U.S. military last year remained an economic heavyweight in the Charleston area, providing jobs for more than 27,000 people and pumping $3.28 billion into the local economy, according to a report issued Tuesday by the Charleston Metro Chamber of Commerce.

"The U.S. military clearly sees advantages in Charleston's location, shared resources and models of efficiency for a modern military," said retired Navy Vice Adm. Albert J. Baciocco, volunteer chairman of the Chamber's Military Relations Policy Council.

To that end, the Pentagon has continued to pump resources into local military units despite the 1993 decision to close the former Charleston Naval Base and shipyard, the report said.

Direct employment, including active-duty military, reserves, civilian employees and contract personnel, totaled 27,209. Their direct payroll totaled about $1.4 billion.

Other data in the report included:

-- Local purchases of goods and services: $1.1 billion

-- State tax revenues generated: $218.4 million

-- Local tax revenues generated: $126.4 million

-- Total jobs (direct and indirect): 40,860

-- Total annual economic impact: $3.28 billion

The report, Baciocco said, lets "the community understand why the military is so important to the area and to our way of life."

The Navy remained the largest employer in the region in 2003 with an estimated 16,586 civilian and military workers, including contract employees. The Charleston Naval Weapons Station hosts 40 different tenant commands on 17,000 acres and provides a joint transportation, logistics, engineering and training complex. Major tenant units include the 841st Transportation Battalion; the Army's Combat Equipment Group -- Afloat; the Naval Nuclear Power Training Command and the Nuclear Power Training Unit; and the Space and Naval Warfare Systems Center, Charleston.

Charleston Air Force Base employs 4,149 active-duty personnel, 2,854 reservists and 1,425 civilians.

To calculate the economic impact, only active-duty and civilian employment and payroll numbers were included, Chamber Vice President Mary Graham said.

However, the area also is home to roughly 19,000 military retirees and widows, according to retired Army Col. Raymond Borelli, director of the Retirees Activities Office at the Air Force base. With military pensions averaging about $25,000, the annual military pension income in the area is roughly $450 million.

Although 2003's figures are below pre-base closure statistics (48,000 jobs and $4.2 billion impact), Graham said the military's impact has increased steadily since 1996. The annual economic impact of the area's military ranks right behind tourism at $5.1 billion and equals that of the Port of Charleston at $3.3 billion, according to the data.

Economic impact also suggests the extent of area bases' military value, which will be a key factor next year when the Pentagon launches another round of base closures.

"Anything that shows how well our units are working together has to be a positive thing," retired Air Force Brig. Gen. Tom Mikolajcik said. Mikolajcik sits on the Governor's Military Advisory Committee and the Chamber's Military Relations Policy Council.

Both organizations are work-ing to keep area bases from closing.

"The most important thing is military value and the way the military works together," he said, adding that the Charleston area "is a model of joint, or multi-mission, bases."

Baciocco agreed, saying the area has become a "joint transportation, logistics and engineering center. Airlift, sealift, rail, interstate highway and (Army) pre-positioning facilities are all located within an eight-mile radius and have easy access to interstates and highways."

"Military equipment and supplies from 30 states have processed through and deployed from Charleston to fight the global war on terror," he said.
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Readying For Possible Base Closures

State, local officials meet to discuss likely effects

By Sarah Schaffer, Sun Staff

State and local officials gathered in Crownsville yesterday to discuss the Department of Defense's plans to close or realign military bases - and how it might affect Maryland installations and their surrounding communities.

The defense department hasn't recommended any specific closings yet and isn't due to release a report until May next year.

However, state officials believe it's not too early to begin preparing a "coherent pre-response" to the recommendations.

This week, the Maryland Military Installation Strategic Planning Council held two meetings so that affected local and state officials could voice their concerns and suggestions.

Yesterday's meeting focused on three Maryland installations: Fort Meade in Anne Arundel County, Aberdeen Proving Ground in Harford County and Fort Detrick in Frederick County.

Lt. Gov. Michael S. Steele told the council that although the base closing review is in the early stages, he and Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich Jr. want to ensure that the state does what it can before defense officials make their recommendations.

"The core objective is to make sure that Maryland installations are placed in the best possible light," Steele said.

The Base Realignment and Closure proceedings will look at hundreds of sites across the country and its territories. The review is aimed at allowing the military to reorganize and streamline operations to better face wartime demands, according to the department's Web site.

The Defense Department is to forward its recommendations to an independent commission next May. The commission, in turn, will hold public hearings and send its report to the president by September next year. The president and Congress can then accept or reject the recommendations in their entirety.

Aris Melissaratos, the state secretary of business and economic development and council chairman, said the meetings are one way the region can develop "readiness for any eventuality."

Anne Arundel County officials didn't seem concerned yesterday that Fort Meade, which is also home to the National Security Agency, would be closed. Instead, they focused on the likely impact of a possible expansion.

"Given [Fort Meade's] location, given what's transpired since 9/11, it augurs well for the future of the fort and the growth of that region," said Robert L. Walker, chief administrative officer for Anne Arundel County.

He said county officials want to work with the Army to prepare for any development.

"We want to make sure that we're able to meet the growing transportation needs as well as respond to any demand that it [growth] puts on housing," Walker said. He cited school crowding as an issue that will beg resolution if growing defense programs - and the jobs created by them-continue to draw families to the area.

Those representing the Aberdeen community said they, too, hope for expansion; but many also expressed concern over the possible relocation of programs.

"If [the Research, Development and Engineering Command] leaves, that's going to be a major change," said Aberdeen Mayor Doug S. Wilson. "The concern about realignment is that things go away."
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