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Sheppard's BRAC Chances Still Look Good

Sex assault allegations should have no bearing on base's future

By Lee B. Weaver, Times Record News

The ongoing investigation into sexual assaults at Sheppard Air Force Base should do no harm to the Pentagon's future plans for the base.

Officials rejected the notion that the allegations or the inquiry into Sheppard's systems for dealing with rapes and rape victims - would negatively affect the next round of Base Realignment and Closure hearings.

Tim Chase, president of the Board of Commerce & Industry and a member of the Board of Commerce & Industry's Military Advisory Committee, said the BRAC review focuses on specific things.

"The criteria for BRAC are very clearly written, and they center around military value," Chase said. "I don't see how the current situation at Sheppard could have an impact on the future military value of the installation."

State Sen. Craig Estes, vice chairman of the Senate's Veterans Affairs and Military Installations committee echoed that sentiment.

"I do not expect the investigation ... will have any impact on the BRAC process," Estes said.

Estes gave Sheppard's command a vote of confidence.

"I have full confidence in Gen. Rooney and his staff to make sure the policies and procedures are in place to address this issue," Estes said.

At the national level, Pentagon spokesman Glenn Flood said that the allegations "have no bearing one way or the other" on the BRAC process.

"I don't know how you could make that leap," Flood said. "The criteria (the eight official measures for base closure) is there, and there are all kinds of questions that are part of the data calls," that will be used to judge each base, but statistics on rapes at each base are not among them, he said.

Paul Hirsch, a military base lobbyist who served as a staff director for the 1991 base closure commission, also said the recent allegations shouldn't weigh in on the process.

"From my experience of being senior staff on the BRAC commission, those kinds of things don't really weigh into the criteria the bases are judged against," Hirsch said.

Hirsch said that the 1991 BRAC process concerned itself only slightly with crime reports, assigning only one or two of 2,000 possible "data points" to the subject.

Scripps Washington Bureau reporter Tara Copp contributed to this story.
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Ed Center Might Give Shaw AFB A Boost

Colleges offer courses at newly dedicated facility

By Chuck Crumbo, Staff Writer

SUMTER — Efforts to spare Shaw Air Force Base from the Pentagon’s ax got a boost Thursday with the dedication of a $4.7 million education center.

Officials labeled the 30,000-square-foot facility as “state of the art” and the best in the Air Force.

“This is a perfect example of what we’ve been trying to do over the years, and that’s to add stock to the Air Force base,” said U.S. Rep. John Spratt, D-S.C.

Shaw is home to the 20th Fighter Wing and its three F-16 fighter squadrons as well as the Ninth Air Force command and 5,800 airmen.

But Shaw is considered the most vulnerable of the state’s major military installations in the next round of base closings to be announced in 2005. That’s because the Air Force plans to cut its fighter force in half over the next 20 to 30 years. As a result, it will not need as many bases.

Spratt, along with local and state officials, have been fighting to save the base, which has an economic impact of $450 million a year on the Sumter area.

In recent years, the base has opened a new physical fitness facility, a $5.2 million dining hall, and new dormitories.

On the drawing board is a $8.5 million processing center for airmen being deployed overseas.

Also planned is new base housing. The housing project, calling for 1,400 units, would be a public-private venture and worth $100 million.

Spratt, a 21-year Democratic member of Congress from York, said it’s difficult to say if the new facilities at Shaw would sway Pentagon officials.

But Jim Thomas, a Pentagon staffer who attended Thursday’s ribbon-cutting, said the improvements might be a factor.

“It has a good possibility of it certainly remaining open,” said Thomas, assistant associate director for homeland defense. “I don’t see any issues associated with Shaw.”

The new education center is more than twice the size of its predecessor facility, which was housed in huts built by German POWs held at Shaw during World War II.

The two-story, stone building has 21 classrooms, four computer labs, offices and a 70-seat auditorium named in honor of Martha W. Wright, the base’s retired education services officer.

Undergraduate and graduate-level classes are offered by six colleges and universities at the center. Master’s degrees are offered in human resources, public administration and professional aeronautics.

About 2,000 students are enrolled in classes in each of five eight-week terms held during the year, said Samuel Dairyko, flight chief.

Up to 15 percent of the students are military retirees; 35 percent are civilians. The remaining half are officers and enlisted personnel stationed at Shaw, Dairyko said.

Thanks to the new building, enrollment is expected to climb 10 percent to 15 percent, Dairyko said.

“It’s the finest facility I’ve ever seen in the Air Force,” said Dairyko, who enlisted in 1961 and has been at Shaw for about 20 years. “I’m very proud of it, very proud of it.”
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Protecting Luke Is Aim

Restricting use near airfield 1 of proposals

By Paul Davenport, Associated Press

National security concerns and fears about the possible closure of Arizona military bases have legislators moving to step up efforts to protect bases and flight training routes.

"After 9/11, I'm going to lean on the side of caution," Rep. Ray Barnes, R-Phoenix, said while voting for a bill to keep a natural-gas company from locating an underground storage facility near Luke Air Force Base.

Other bills endorsed by the Utilities and Municipalities Committee on Wednesday would mandate new disclosures to property buyers under low-level flight routes that crisscross huge expanses of rural Arizona and restrict land use around an auxiliary airfield called crucial to Luke air base, a major pilot training base.

The committee voted unanimously for those two bills, House Bill 2140 and House Bill 2141, and split 4-3 on the storage facility bill, House Bill 2134.

Consideration of those bills came as a related bill, House Bill 2605, on land-use planning and base preservation projects awaits action in the House. That bill was recommended by a task force appointed by Gov. Janet Napolitano.

Some of the votes Wednesday left committee members struggling as they weighed competing interests that include property rights, national security and the state's economy.

"The military bases are prime economic generators within the state," said Rep. John Nelson, sponsor of the three bills.

Luke's Auxiliary Field No. 1, located just outside Surprise and about 15 miles northwest of Luke, is used by pilots to practice landing approaches though not actual landings.

The auxiliary field was built in 1941 in what was then bare desert. Housing developments are now popping up in the area.

Nelson's bill would bar local governments from allowing subdivisions in the noise and accident-potential zones around the auxiliary field, restrictions already in place for major military bases.

Luke itself cannot handle all of those thousands of sorties so the auxiliary field and the Air Force want to keep those low-level flights away from populated areas as much as possible, a military official said.

"This is some of our most dangerous flying," said James "Rusty" Mitchell, a retired officer who directs Luke's community initiatives team.

"An aircraft going down in that area is going to impact several houses."

That means the auxiliary field also must be protected from encroachment to keep Luke off the hit list in the next round of military base closings, said Nelson, R-Glendale.

"If we don't help the base maintain its mission, we stand as good a chance as anybody of losing it," Nelson said.

Nelson and others said behind-the-scenes talks are under way to negotiate compromise legislation with real estate developers but that finding money to compensate landowners whose property can't be developed is a problem.

The flight-route bill is an attempt to start dealing with what could be a problem as development takes place in more rural Arizona areas where military pilots have flown for decades, many going to and from the Barry Goldwater range, Nelson said.

Changing the routes to avoid new development is not an option because of the environmental hurdles involved, said Rep. Jennifer Burns, R-Tucson.

Nelson said he sympathized with El Paso Corp. but opposes the Houston-based company's plan for a storage facility in salt domes near Luke.

Peter Jaskoski, El Paso's director of state government affairs, said the company needs the storage to make sure it has enough gas on hand to meet Arizona's growing demand.
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U.S. Navy Base Closure Affects 'A Lot Of People'

The Roosevelt Roads Navy base in Puerto Rico is closing, taking with it about 2,500 jobs and $300 million.

By Nancy San Martin

ROOSEVELT ROADS NAVAL STATION, Puerto Rico - Pennsylvania native Michelle Hoffman came and opened her Splash tattoo parlor near here in 1995 after noticing that the community surrounding this U.S. Navy base did not have one of the sailors' ages-old activities.

''In every port there is a tattoo shop. When I found out they didn't have one here, I jumped on it,'' said Hoffman, 37, whose shop in Ceiba brought in up to $60,000 a year. ``It was great for a long time. We were busy all the time.''

But now her profits have dropped by about half as the 60-year-old base, known popularly as Rosie Roads, winds down and heads toward its official closure March 31 -- a move that will mean the loss of about 2,500 civilian jobs and $300 million in Puerto Rico.

''This is going to be a ghost town,'' said Máximo Menéndez, who had a part-time security guard job at the base. ``A lot of people are affected. People who worked there 20 or 30 years, they have nothing now.''

For some of its neighbors and employees, the base's closing is retaliation for the Puerto Ricans' raucous pressures that forced the Navy to surrender its bombing range on the eastern tip of the tiny island of Vieques, eight miles southeast of Rosie Roads. For others it represents another step toward an end to U.S. colonial presence in Puerto Rico, seized by U.S. troops during the Spanish-American War in 1898.

But for nearly everyone, it is an economic hammer blow that leaves people like Hoffman, Menéndez and others in and around Ceiba, a pleasant town of 18,000, all but gasping and struggling for survival.

''Business has gone down a lot,'' said Daisy Santos, a cashier at a grocery store just outside the base. ``This used to be packed on weekends. Most of our customers were from the base. I guess we'll wait and see what happens.''

BAD SIGNS
The signs are all bad. The number of military personnel, dependents and civilian employees is already down from 6,000 last year to fewer than 2,200. The airfield, port and base hospital have closed. Base schools will cease operations when classes end June 4.

A decade ago, Rosie Roads was the largest Navy base outside the U.S. mainland in terms of area, with more than 30,000 acres that included one-third of Vieques. When it closes, Guantánamo Bay in Cuba will be the only U.S. naval base left in the Caribbean.

Now the Puerto Rican government is trying to figure out what to do with the facility. There are proposals to turn its airstrip into a civilian airport, open its port to cruise ships and convert its housing -- from Spartan apartment blocks to fancier officers' homes -- into condominiums for tourists.

But many remain skeptical of the government plans and point to the lingering impact on the western town of Aguadilla from the closing in the early 1970s of the Ramey Air Force base.

''The impact of Rosie Roads is islandwide,'' said ZoAnn Balcerzak, who was raised in Ramey. ``It's going to have repercussions for a long time. Look at us. It's been 32 years since Ramey closed and we're still suffering from that.''

With Rosie Roads' closing, the lone active-duty U.S. military installation left in Puerto Rico will be the Army's Fort Buchanan near the capital city of San Juan. But its fate remains unclear because the Pentagon has also flagged it for possible closure.

LAST YEAR'S DECISION
The decision to close Roosevelt Roads came last year, after years of simmering opposition to the bombing range in Vieques boiled over following a 1999 accident in which two off-target bombs killed a civilian guard. Range opponents also claimed the bombings harmed the environment and was the source of poor health among Vieques residents.

President Bush ordered the exercises to cease last May and in September signed a bill that gave Roosevelt Roads six months to shut down. The base had been the Navy's key support facility for the war games on Vieques and the waters offshore.

''Who knows whether the U.S. government is now punishing the Puerto Rico government for what's happened'' in Vieques, Balcerzak said. The Navy claims it was not retaliation but simple logistics and finances.

''The reason for the base was to support exercises. When the Vieques function went away, it was no longer feasible to keep the base open,'' said the base commander, Capt. Robert D. Wilson.

``The functions of the base have been picked up elsewhere and it will be seamless.''

Some of those functions have already been shifted to U.S. military facilities in Florida, and the Navy component of the Miami-based Southern Command is relocating to Naval Station Mayport, near Jacksonville.
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Facing BRAC, Army Will Put New Brigades Wherever There Is Room

As the Army embarks on what it calls the most “significant restructuring” of its forces in 50 years, the service will have to find a home for each of the 15 new brigades it wants to add to active duty -- a process that will bump up against the Pentagon’s next round of base closures and realignments. 

Officials say the two efforts are being kept on distinctly separate tracks, and the new brigades and personnel that will pop up around the country in the next several months will be no indication of what is to come in the 2005 base closure and realignment process.

The Army plans to spend the next several years adding up to 15 brigades and 30,000 soldiers to its force. The move is paired with other efforts to outsource more combat-support duties to civilians and “rebalance” the mix of capabilities within the active and reserve forces in an attempt to relieve the stress on a force stretched thin across the globe.

By 2007, service officials anticipate most of the restructuring will be complete. At this point, the number of personnel needed to fight the global war on terrorism is expected to decline, officials say.

Meanwhile, the Defense Department will assess the “military value” and cost of maintaining every service installation. At the end of the 2005 BRAC review, officials are expected to announce the next round of bases it will shut down -- a politically and emotionally charged process.

Accordingly, Army officials have been told to put the newly formed brigades at any base that has the facilities to support them for the time being, sources say.

The service plans to build three brigades this fiscal year, and three or possibly four more in FY-05.

“The Army senior leadership’s decision to initiate the resourcing of these additional brigades in FY-04 necessitates that several of these brigades will be stationed where they can be accommodated,” according to a service statement provided to Inside the Army.

Meanwhile, the “long-term stationing” plans for the brigades remain under review, the service says.

The permanent locations of these units, however, are expected to be of little consequence to the future Army. The restructuring plan calls for the creation of a total of 48 standardized “units of action” in the active duty that are not tied to any particular division headquarters and could “plug and play” into operations. Likewise, divisions and corps are being reorganized to become more uniform “units of employment” that could command and sustain any of the UAs as part of a joint operation.

This “modular” approach has been pursued since August 2003, when Gen. Peter Schoomaker took over as Army chief of staff and deemed it one of his 15 immediate focus areas, a list that has since grown to 17.

-- Anne Plummer
El Paso Times
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Bases Fuel Economy

$1 of every $4 in area linked to military

By Laura Cruz, El Paso Times

Of every $4 spent in El Paso, Las Cruces and Alamogordo, $1 can be traced to the region's military installations, according to a new UTEP study.

The study, by the University of Texas at El Paso's Institute for Policy and Economic Development, evaluated the regional economic impact of Fort Bliss, White Sands Missile Range and Holloman Air Force Base -- an impact the study placed at about $2.6 billion in annual sales to the area.

Fort Bliss accounts for about $1 of every $6 spent in El Paso -- $1.7 billion annually, according to the study -- but for local eateries like the Brown Bag Deli on Fred Wilson Road and small shops at the El Paso Discount Mall, Fort Bliss soldiers account for almost every dollar they make.

"Military is our business, period," said Tommie Cooper, co-owner of Myong & Tommie's Wigs and Supply at the El Paso Discount Mall in Northeast El Paso. "All my customers are military. If not active-duty soldiers, they're dependents."

Cooper said she treats each soldier as if he or she was her own child.

"This place can't make it without the military," she said. "We would lose half of the businesses in this area if the Army were to pull out. It would kill us."

The UTEP study shows what is potentially at risk for the region as the Defense Department prepares to close about 25 percent of all domestic bases in the 2005 round of the Base Realignment and Closure process. Area leaders have expressed optimism that the area's three bases will survive the BRAC round and perhaps even expand, but they warn against taking survival for granted.

Stores need soldiers
Shemeeka Burnett and Telethia Colbert, saleswomen at Suits by Soouljah, understand the value of the military to their store at the El Paso Discount Mall.

"They're the one source of income that comes in here the most," Burnett said. "They have a steady income."

"And most of them are young and like to spend more money on clothes," Colbert added.

Terry Hamilton, marketing manager of Mesilla Valley Mall in Las Cruces, said White Sands Missile Range, as well as Holloman, play a big role in the mall's sales.

"We've done customer intercept studies, where we ask some of our shoppers questions, and we find a lot of them do say they are in the military," she said. "And if bases like White Sands Missile Range were to disappear, it would impact all of us, so we obviously want them to be here for a long time. They provide steady jobs that pay well."

Shopping off-post
Fort Bliss Sgt. Nekisha Fox is one of thousands of soldiers who help the local economy by making most of their purchases in civilian stores and living in apartments off post.

"The post doesn't have too much of the variety in some of the stuff they offer, and if they do have a variety it might not be the right size or the right color," Fox said.

Ken Watters, general manager of Bassett Center Mall, said Fox's shopping habits are not unusual.

"I've seen soldiers buying items they can easily buy on post," Watters said. "And the soldiers that are shopping here pay taxes, and that goes back into our economy."

Sales taxes are not charged at the post exchange, the military's department store.

BRAC, economic impact
Bob Cook, chief executive of the Greater El Paso Chamber of Commerce, said the UTEP study, which was partially funded by the chamber, was done in part to help obtain reliable numbers the communities could use to help communicate to the Department of Defense the military's economic impact on the region.

"One of the measurements, or criteria, the DoD is considering in BRAC is economic impact," he said.

"We think there is potential to grow well beyond $1.7 billion because we feel our base is positioned to grow," Cook said. "And not just Fort Bliss, but all three bases have the greatest potential for a significant, positive impact on our economy, and that is why we're trying to put so much focus on communicating our message to Washington, D.C."

Ed Carr, executive director of the Otero County Economic Development Council, agreed.

"This study is very important because it lays the foundation for telling the story of the importance of Holloman and White Sands to our local, state and national elected officials," he said. "This gives us a well documented tool to use over the next few years."

According to the UTEP study, White Sands accounts for $1 of every $16 spent in Las Cruces. More than half of Alamogordo's spending can be traced to Holloman, the study found.

"Holloman is a dominant economic impact in Otero County, while White Sands Missile Range also affects us, but to a lesser degree," Carr said. "For the business owner, this study shows they need to market to the military community, and from the laymen's point of view it shows we need to protect Holloman from any downsizing."

Planning called vital
Dennis Soden, executive director of UTEP's Institute for Policy and Economic Development, said one of the keys to keeping the bases open is planning.

"I think if you plan properly, we can have a better chance, and it's better to begin now," he said. "There's great community support for all of this."

Soden said the local governments also have to consider some of the numbers the study has evaluated, particularly the figures on local governments.

According to the study, for every $1 the local governments spend on municipal services for the military, such as fire and police protection, the community gets $13 in return, in the form of spending. For every $1 the local government spends in infrastructure and schools, the regional community on average will get $4 back in the form of property value.

"All this tells us is that if we're going to spend money on the military, we're going to get back more than what we gave," Soden said. "These are very positive numbers."
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NM Study Finds Closing Bases Would Hurt Cities

By Associated Press

The economies of some of New Mexico's largest cities would be hit hard by base closures, according to a recent study.

The study, prepared for the New Mexico Military Base Planning Commission by a team led by New Mexico State University Professor Chris Erickson, supports assertions by local and state leaders fighting to keep New Mexico military bases and installations alive.

The commission, created by Gov. Bill Richardson in 2002, is mobilizing as the federal government prepares for the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure round.

"If any of these bases close down, it will be absolutely devastating to the local economy," Erickson said.

More than 24,000 military and civilian personnel, plus thousands of contract workers, work at Kirtland, Cannon and Holloman Air Force bases and the Army-run White Sands Missile Range.

The study asserts that the missile range's closure would result in an estimated $500 million annual economic loss and cost an estimated 12,000 to 16,000 lost jobs for area employers.

Holloman's closure in Alamogordo would result in an estimated $350 million loss to the city and Otero County. The Doña Ana County economy would lose $16 million from its closure, according to the study.

Kirtland's closure in Albuquerque would create an estimated $16 million loss. The base narrowly survived the last round of base closures, after the state's congressional delegation lobbied hard to keep it open.

Cannon's closure in Clovis would create an estimated $450,000 loss, according to the study.

New Mexico officials, including Richardson, have traveled to Washington to lobby Pentagon officials to keep New Mexico bases off the 2005 closure list.

The criteria for the latest round were published in the Federal Register earlier this month and changed little from the preliminary criteria released before Christmas.

New Mexico base advocates had asked for special attention to weapon research and available air or land, but neither was added to the criteria.
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Officials Mobilize To Save Scott

By Robert Goodrich

The effort to protect Scott Air Force Base from Defense Department downsizing is beginning earlier and with broader support than a similar effort in 1995, the base's supporters say.

Area government and political leaders gathered Monday at the Collinsville Holiday Inn to announce the Coalition to Preserve and Enhance Scott Air Force Base.

Many, including St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, are longtime Scott backers and veterans of the campaign in response to the 1995 downsizing process.

But this time, said Jim Pennekamp, executive director of the Leadership Council Southwestern Illinois, far more people are aware of Scott's vital role.

The coalition's aim is simple - to keep Scott off the list of installations the Defense Department will recommend next year for closure.

With more than 13,000 employees, Scott's annual payroll is just under $2 billion.

It provides more local jobs than Anheuser-Busch, AmerenUE and Emerson Electric combined. But military leaders say base consolidation will save billions. Up to a quarter of all military installations across the country could end up on the closure list.

Supporters of Scott say it deserves to be left alone for two big reasons: It is essential to the nation's defense and to the region's economy.

The coalition will go all out to persuade national political and military leaders. It plans to enlist the public and to hire lobbyists. It has already prepared a Web site (www.supportSAFB.org), a video and a speakers' bureau.

Pennekamp said he was confident the coalition would spend more on its effort than the $1 million North Carolina planned to spend to keep its military bases.

Scott is said to have narrowly escaped the base closure list in 1995.

Key figures at Monday's announcement besides Slay were St. Clair County Board Chairman John Baricevic, Madison County Board Chairman Alan Dunstan and local legislators.

Based on experience, Pennekamp said the Base Realignment and Closure Commission will rescue only about 15 percent of the installations the Defense Department recommends for closure.

"You simply do not want to be on that recommended closure list," he said.

Retired Maj. Gen. John E. Griffith, who served 41 1/2 years on active duty before retiring in 1990, predicted that military officials assigned to decide what installations to keep would focus on one question: "How do we get the mission done?"

Scott is headquarters for the U.S. Transportation Command as well as its aviation arm, the Air Mobility Command, plus the 18th Air Force. It is also home to an airlift wing, an air refueling wing and a Reserve wing.

Together they control movement of U.S. troops and their equipment and supplies worldwide.

Griffith said people at Scott had done a superb job of that, but regional officials should expect some national leaders to ask whether they would not perform equally well if based elsewhere.

Military regulations prohibit people on active duty from involvement in the debate. By the time any base is closed, they are likely to have been transferred elsewhere anyway.

But Griffith has a host of military friends. He said most favor keeping Scott, based on opinions they have expressed to him privately.

Some military leaders say they "closed all the easy ones" in the last round, he said. "Truth is, there were never any easy ones."

Pennekamp said the Defense Department was about to release its proposed 20-year force structure. He said that might give some indication how Scott fits in the future as envisioned by military leaders.
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Pentagon Announces Its Criteria For Base Closures

By David Madrid, The Arizona Republic

In a move awaited by Arizona communities eager to defend nearby military bases, the Pentagon has announced its criteria for the nation's next round of base closures.

The Defense Department yardsticks will focus primarily on the military value of facilities, including land available for training and available airspace.

In the Valley, housing growth near Luke Air Force Base in Glendale has raised concerns that encroachment could make the facility a candidate for closure.

Arizona's five military bases generate more than $5.6 billion a year. Of that, Luke provides $1.4 billion, according to a 2002 study commissioned by the state.

In 2005, a quarter of the nation's military bases will be targeted for shutdown as the Pentagon seeks to transform the armed services into a leaner, more mobile fighting force.

A nine-member base-closure commission will be appointed by President Bush by March 5.

A Pentagon spokesman said Tuesday that the commission will focus foremost on bases' military value. The remaining criteria include cost savings, economic impact on nearby communities and environmental impact.

Spokesman Glenn Flood said military value probably would trump any other considerations.

"There could be circumstances where a base is not as clean (environmentally) as Luke but it has more military value, and that would be one we would have to consider leaving open," he said.

The Defense Department already is gathering information on all bases within the United States, Flood said.

Peoria Mayor John Keegan, who is angling for a spot on the base-closure commission, said that once the information is compiled, Luke's value to national security will be evident.

He predicted that encroachment won't tarnish the base either.

"I think it certainly is an issue we need to continue to be sensitive to, but at the same time, we've been getting some feedback that . . . to a large degree, the problem may be resolved or close to being resolved," Keegan said.

The governor and the state Legislature are working on measures to protect the state's bases, and West Valley cities have become more aggressive in trying to protect Luke.

The state's congressional delegation also has been able to acquire $27.3 million in federal money to buy land in Luke's critical southern departure corridor, Keegan noted.

Besides providing pilot training, Luke serves the needs of many of Arizona's military retirees.

The Pentagon says it will consider the impact a base closing would have on nearby communities and retirees.

The four other major bases that could be affected by the base closures are Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson, Fort Huachuca in Sierra Vista, the Yuma Proving Ground and the Yuma Marine Corps Air Station.
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Sen. Reed Applauds Efforts To Save Base

By Joe Baker, Daily News staff

PROVIDENCE - Rhode Island is on the right track in its efforts to maintain the Navy's presence in the state, but officials should not become complacent, according to one of the state's U.S. senators.

U.S. Sen. Jack Reed, D-R.I., who is a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, said efforts to reduce operational costs for Naval Station Newport will help when the federal Base Realignment and Closure, or BRAC, Commission begins the process of consolidating the nation's military facilities next year.

In the last year, state officials successfully reduced the base's costs for electricity and trash hauling, saving the base nearly $2 million a year. They also are working with the city of Newport to reduce the cost of providing water to the base.

One of the criteria to be used by the BRAC commission is cost effectiveness, Reed said. Whatever the state can do to make the Newport base more cost efficient will help keep the local base from becoming a target for the commission, he said.

"We've made progress, but we've much to do," Reed told members of Gov. Donald L. Carcieri's Base Realignment and Closure Commission and the Special House Defense Economy Planning Commission Monday.

Local and state officials are working to play any angle they can to avoid any reductions in the local Navy presence. Although Naval Station Newport no longer services the number of sailors it did before the fleet left in 1973, it is the civilian defense related jobs it supports, both at the Naval Undersea Warfare Center and in private companies, which would be irreplaceable.

Officials believe the best defense against a reduction is to take the offense and convince BRAC commissioners that Rhode Island is a prime place to move other naval facilities.

"Our military assets are built around the intellectual capital," said Michael McMahon, director of the state Economic Development Council. "And we have to continue to build on that strength."

The defense industry in the state provides more than 16,000 jobs with a $1.5 billion payroll, said Keith Stokes, executive director of the Newport County Chamber of Commerce. Stokes is a member of both commissions. The state has to focus on a variety of issues to enhance its position in the BRAC process, Stokes said.

"The challenge is that we're not doing this in a vacuum. Other states are doing similar things," Stokes said.

Ronald K. Machtley, president of Bryant College, was a Rhode Island congressman during that last BRAC process in the early 1990s. The state made out well in that process, actually increasing the size of the local military facilities. Although state officials largely let that process play out on its own, Machtley, now a member of the governor's commission, said they shouldn't continue that strategy.

"I think it's very good to get ahead of the curve," Machtley said. "It worked out okay, but in today's world, it's not the most effective way to work."
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Under The Gun

Local supporters say N.M. bases will be fine

By Miguel Navrot, Journal Staff Writer

CANNON AIR FORCE BASE -- One year from now, 3,400 square miles of New Mexico desert will be picked over and dissected as part of the military's next big liquidation.

Winners in the next round of base closures will remain military communities, where base personnel spend their paychecks and civilian contractors bid for government work.

Losers would be left with vacated land and, in many cases, gaping economic holes.

In New Mexico, home to three Air Force bases and the Army's largest patch of proving ground, local supporters are generally confident they will be winners.

"I think that the concerns are modest-to-light," said Republican Rep. Steve Pearce, whose district covers the majority of New Mexico military land. "Having said that, every game that we get into of this importance, we play as if the concern should be great."

For the first time in a decade, a presidential commission of nine members will conduct an inspection of the military's 425 domestic properties and missions. The intent is streamlining what is one of the federal budget's largest expenditures.

President Bush and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld have pushed for the base-closing round as a means to save $3.5 billion annually.

The state's congressional delegation, knowing the at-home reliance on military dollars, has unsuccessfully tried to stop or postpone the 2005 closure round.

Gov. Bill Richardson, calling the bases "critical to sustaining the economic well-being of the state," has pieced together a local office and commission dedicated to protecting the four installations.

Military spending consistently makes up a sizable chunk of the state's economy.

Nearly 90,000 jobs -- about 12 percent of the state's total work force -- come directly from military employment or indirectly from military spending, according to a report from New Mexico State University's business school.

The report, prepared for the state Military Base Planning Commission, also found $1 for every $9.80 in personal income among New Mexicans "can be traced to military spending."

In many cases, jobs based on military spending provide well-paying salaries in otherwise poor rural communities, said report researcher and NMSU associate professor Christopher Erickson.

"These bases have a disproportionate effect to local economies," Erickson said in telephone interview.

Kirtland's strengths
The lone exception is Kirtland Air Force Base, Erickson said, because nearby Albuquerque is already the economic center in the state.

Nonetheless, Kirtland proponents don't want to see the base closed or downsized.

In 1995, during the most recent round of base closings, Stuart Purviance and others helped beat back a Pentagon proposal that would have shrunk Kirtland by 6,850 of its 23,000 jobs. Purviance and other civic leaders have since formed a group known today as the Kirtland Partnership Committee to continue fighting.

"We're very fortunate," said Purviance, executive director of the group.

The group's feeling is that Kirtland will likely receive more missions and defense operations from bases that are closing.

The local base also houses the Department of Energy's Sandia National Laboratories and is a hub of military research involving nuclear, laser and microwave energy.

Few Air Force bases match Kirtland's high-tech diversity.

"The strengths of the base are also the weaknesses," said Purviance.

For Albuquerque, Purviance said, the biggest struggle in keeping the base running is keeping Pentagon decision makers informed of the unique asset they have here.

Cannon and Holloman
New Mexico's other two Air Force bases are more traditional but boast their own unique assets -- mainly acres and acres of wide-open flying space.

Cannon Air Force Base near Clovis and Holloman Air Force Base near Alamogordo both host combat-ready fighter wings.

At Cannon, three squadrons of F-16 Falcon fighter jets train over neighboring ranges on eastern New Mexico and West Texas. The skies around Holloman host the only two squadrons of F-117A stealth fighters.

Both bases routinely deploy their airmen and jets to international hot spots, including last year's invasion of Iraq.

Both bases also have little population encroachment on their operations, unlike Luke Air Force Base near Phoenix and Nellis Air Force Base near Las Vegas, Nev.

The two fighter bases also host training for U.S. allies. At Cannon, the Singapore air force keeps a squadron of F-16s for pilot training. Holloman has German pilots, currently flying the F-4 Phantom and Panavia Tornado fighter jets.

Holloman also houses some operations generally deemed difficult to move, including a high-speed test track, where the Defense Department examines hypersonic weapon systems.

Cannon, however, is mainly a fighter base and could theoretically be easy to relocate. Its backers argue that its proximity to several training spaces, including nearby Melrose Bombing Range, make it an unlikely target for closure.

In addition, Sen. Pete Domenici, R-N.M., is heading a push to bring an under-development jet, the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, to Cannon because of the surrounding training space.

"There's room for (Cannon) to grow, if they need some room for bases that close," said Mike Collins, military legislative assistant to Rep. Tom Udall, D-N.M.

Farther south is White Sands Missile Range, birthplace of the Atomic Age and premier home of missile research and testing for the Army, Air Force and Navy. It owns 3,200 square miles of overland testing grounds and has access on another 3,900 square miles of space with lease agreements and a partnership with nearby Fort Bliss, Texas.

The expanse "is critical to the nation's defense," said Las Cruces City Councilor Dolores Archuleta, who retired as a White Sands civilian employee after 36 years. "We're really hoping it will be a receiver."

Army 

February, 2004

DoD Prepare for BRAC

On January 5, the Department of Defense requested commanders of all installations in the United States and its territories and possessions to gather information as part of the 2005 round of base realignments and closures (BRAC). The department will use BRAC to eliminate unnecessary infrastructure and to increase military capability and effectiveness.

This data call is only one of many steps in the BRAC process. There will be additional data calls as necessary. The fiscal 2002 National Defense Authorization Act authorized DoD to pursue one BRAC round in 2005. The list of recommendations will be submitted to the independent BRAC commission by May 16, 2005.
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