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Next Round Of Base Closings Threatens Two Southside Forts

By Kevin Duffy

Robert Lee, president of Southside Seafood in Forest Park, leans over in his booth and asks a customer sitting nearby if she works at Fort Gillem. She does.

While the woman waits for her food, Lee chats with her about the new $27 million criminal investigation lab now under construction at the fort.

"We get everybody from privates to officers. We get them all," Lee says, turning his attention back to the guests in his booth.

The success of Lee's transition 17 years ago from an Eastern Airlines cargo handler to wholesale seafood distributor and restaurateur is due in part to a steady drumbeat of customers from Fort Gillem.

Closing Fort Gillem or nearby Fort McPherson in south Fulton County is almost unthinkable to a small-business man like Lee.

Yet, those two forts and 11 other military installations in Georgia are at risk. The Department of Defense is taking a hard look at all its facilities, part of a periodic cost-cutting effort called BRAC -- base realignment and closing.

Every military facility in the nation has to justify its existence as the Pentagon seeks greater efficiencies. Late this year, the military branches will recommend ways to cut back. By late next year, the Defense Department will have a plan for paring its infrastructure up to 25 percent.

Georgia's military facilities have been spared since the cutbacks began in the late 1980s.

But the current budget-tightening poses a real threat to forts McPherson and Gillem, retired Army Maj. Tom Salter says. "It's supposed to be the mother of all BRACs," Salter says, sounding like a warrior heading into battle.

University of Georgia economist Jeffrey Humphreys agrees. After four rounds of closings, "all the low-hanging fruit is gone," Humphreys says. "If they stick to 25 percent, it's going to be very hard for Georgia not to lose a base or two."

Salter, now a Jonesboro lawyer, and other military retirees formed the Save Forts McPherson/Gillem Foundation last year to campaign for the bases. The foundation organizes tours for local officials and businessmen, raises money and collects data to demonstrate to the U.S. military that it needs the facilities.

The forts are a huge presence in their communities in terms of money, employees and prestige. They employ about 11,000. Their direct economic impact in metro Atlanta is $671 million -- money that goes to payrolls and contracts, according to the Army.

Since that's federal money, most of it comes from outside Georgia and enlarges the local economy, Humphreys points out.

Additionally, the forts serve a local population of 177,268, including 131,000 retirees and their families who shop at the commissaries and take advantage of other services.

Only 2 percent of those who work at the forts reside there. The rest live in nearby communities, where they patronize local merchants and pay sales and property taxes.

"It's millions and millions and millions of dollars of economic benefit, and we have no intention of losing that," says U.S. Rep. David Scott (D-Atlanta), whose congressional district includes the forts.

Fort McPherson sits on 488 acres surrounded by Atlanta and East Point. The Third U.S. Army and the Army Reserve are based there.

Fort Gillem, a satellite of Fort McPherson on 1,474 acres in Forest Park, is home to the First U.S. Army. Its state-of-the-art criminal investigation laboratory serves all branches of the military, and its massive distribution center holds food and merchandise that's shipped throughout the Southeast and to Puerto Rico.

With more than 4,200 employees, Fort Gillem is the third-largest job center in Clayton County, behind Delta Air Lines and the county school system.

The bases are located in neighborhoods where household incomes fall below the national average. The Army gives special consideration to qualified local contractors, and last fiscal year awarded $30 million in contracts to businesses identified as minority-owned or disadvantaged in the local area.

Close relationship
But the relationship between the forts and the communities is more than economic.

When there's a hazardous-material emergency, the Forest Park Fire Department provides the personnel and Fort Gillem the truck. Soldiers mentor youngsters and help build Habitat for Humanity homes. The shirts and hats for a Fort McPherson softball team are supplied by an East Point tavern owner.

Jean Ellis, who's married to Gen. Larry Ellis, head of the U.S. Army Forces Command at Fort McPherson, holds five formal afternoon teas a year for local schoolchildren, many of whom have never sipped the hot drink.

Tables are set with fine linen, china and crystal, and decorated with centerpieces of roses and baby's breath. Adults serve the children scones, sweets and pastries as they listen to live classical music.

One fifth-grader told Ellis, "I feel like I'm in a movie."

On a recent bus tour of Fort Gillem for Clayton County Chamber of Commerce members, Col. Angela Manos holds up a flier advertising a public Easter egg hunt at the fort.

Manos, who disarms with her easy laugh and approachability, oversees both forts as garrison commander.

After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, "we were forced to close down," she tells the bus passengers. "We're trying to open it back up. It's really been a challenge."

Other Georgia communities have set up nonprofit organizations similar to the Save Forts McPherson/Gillem Foundation. At the state level, the Georgia Military Affairs Coordinating Committee is championing the importance of all the installations. The committee pays a Washington firm -- Hurt, Norton and Associates -- $72,000 annually to lobby and gather information.

The Save Forts McPherson/Gillem Foundation hopes to collect $200,000 from local governments and businesses. Morrow, Lake City, Forest Park, Henry County and Clayton County already have chipped in a total of $15,000.

Part of the money will fund a study by the Public Private Solutions Group of Alexandria, Va., to assess the military value of the two forts and suggest ways they can take on even more responsibilities.

The two forts have "got to translate into a bigger bang for the taxpayers' buck," Salter says. The foundation hopes to prove that Atlanta's transportation advantages, work force and quality of life can't be duplicated elsewhere. The foundation also has to make the case that the forts can absorb additional duties after other facilities close.

'Short on suitors'
Some argue that closing the bases would be a boon to metro communities, because the land could be privately developed and taxed.

Humphreys doesn't buy that. Closing the bases would be beneficial only if the local economy were red-hot and land was scarce, he says. That's not the case.

"We're short on suitors and long on space," Humphreys says.

Grant Wainscott, vice president for community development with the Clayton Chamber of Commerce, says redevelopment of either fort site would be a painfully long process.

"The time that would take and the transition period would be very, very difficult," says Wainscott, who's also secretary of the Save Forts McPherson/Gillem Foundation.

Forest Park Mayor Charles "Chuck" Hall says revitalization of his city's Main Street is linked to planned improvements at Fort Gillem.

The fort intends to make the gate closest to Forest Park's downtown its main gate, and realign it so it faces Main Street. If that happens and Gillem's population grows due to other facilities closing, Forest Park's Main Street could really take off, Hall says.

But Forest Park also is preparing for the worst. The city plans to hire a consultant to draw up a development master plan for the Fort Gillem land in case the fort is shuttered.

"We've got to have an alternative plan in place," Hall says.

East Point hasn't yet evaluated how it might be impacted should Fort McPherson close, says Mayor Patsy Jo Hilliard. But the loss would be felt.

Fort McPherson buys some of its water from East Point and "they're in and out of all of our businesses," Hilliard says. "It's just been a wonderful relationship."

Lee, the Forest Park restaurant owner, says his relationship with the military has produced rewards beyond money.

Just before heading off to Iraq, some soldiers stopped at Southside Seafood for a goodbye dinner.

"This is where they chose to come for their last meal before leaving," Lee says. "That's a great feeling."
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BRAC To The Future

The 2005 base realignment and closure round will cut deeply and help shape the force for decades.

By George Cahlink

Ronald L. Orr is the Air Force’s principal deputy assistant secretary for installations, environment, and logistics. He knows that, between 1988 and 1995, the service closed 22 USAF facilities and realigned another 14. He knows that such actions cost $5.9 billion to carry out and that, by 2001, they also had saved the service $12.9 billion. He knows the actions helped the Air Force cut its annual operating costs by $2 billion.

Now, Orr will be a key figure in the fate of numerous Air Force facilities, as the Pentagon heads into a new round of base realignment and closure (BRAC) actions—the first in a decade. Orr makes no predictions about BRAC 2005. He will say only that it will be far different from those that have come before.

“In the past, we emphasized shedding infrastructure [to save money],” said Orr. “Now we are emphasizing shaping it to meet the needs of the future force.” The goal, he said, is to transform infrastructure to match the national military strategy.

Orr said each service must ask these types of questions:

*Do new and advanced weapon systems require more or fewer bases?

*Should a military that increasingly operates jointly have joint bases?

*Should each service repair and overhaul its own weapons?

*Should each service have its own research laboratories, or can they be combined?

*What impact will the realignment of forces overseas have on bases back home?

*What impact do environmental restrictions have on basing?

The Transformation BRAC
Senior Pentagon officials have called the new BRAC round a “base transformation” process. It will not simply reduce excess capacity but will enable DOD to “rationalize” facilities “to better match the force structure for the new ways of doing business,” Raymond F. Dubois, the Pentagon’s point man for BRAC, told Congress last year.

Dubois, who is deputy undersecretary of defense for installations and environment, has said the 2005 round “is not your father’s BRAC.”

Since the last BRAC in 1995, three different Secretaries of Defense have appealed to Congress for a new round of closures. It took intense lobbying by the Bush Administration to convince legislators to agree to one new round, in 2005. Approval was included in the Fiscal 2002 defense authorization bill.

The Pentagon has cut military end strength by about 40 percent since the late 1980s. Yet, in the same period, infrastructure was trimmed by only around 20 percent.

According to Pentagon estimates, infrastructure capacity exceeds needs by as much as 25 percent.

The 2005 BRAC basically will follow the same process as each of the four previous base closure rounds. The President nominates members of a commission. The Pentagon provides a list of closure recommendations to the commission. The commission reviews the list and submits its own recommendations to the President. The President reviews the recommendations and either accepts or rejects the list, as is. If he accepts it, the President forwards the list to Congress.

The same process was used to close 97 bases from all services in four previous rounds (1988, 1991, 1993, and 1995). However, that is where the similarities between those rounds and BRAC 2005 end.

The new BRAC commission incorporates two important changes. First, the group expands from eight to nine members to prevent tie votes. Second, any changes commission members want to make to the Pentagon’s list will require seven votes. In the past, changes only required a simple majority.

Among changes that directly affect the Pentagon is the requirement to provide a 20-year force structure plan to help guide recommendations. In the past, the plan covered only six years. However, the most significant change is in how the Pentagon manages the BRAC process.

When it comes to BRAC, Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld has taken an interest that is far more active than that of his predecessors, who basically rubber-stamped the lists provided by the individual services before handing them to the commission. To manage the process from the top down, Rumsfeld created two senior-level Pentagon groups.

The lead group, the Infrastructure Executive Council, is headed by Deputy Defense Secretary Paul D. Wolfowitz and includes the service Secretaries, Chiefs of Staff, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and undersecretary of defense for acquisition, technology, and logistics. The second group, called the Infrastructure Steering Group, is headed by the defense acquisition chief and comprises Dubois and his counterparts in each service, the service vice chiefs, and the vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

The first group provides policy and oversight, while the second manages the joint reviews that Rumsfeld has instituted as part of BRAC 2005.

Philip W. Grone, principal assistant deputy undersecretary of defense for installations and environment, said Rumsfeld wants a major emphasis on creating joint bases and finding ways the military services can share support work. There had been criticism from Congress that past closure rounds were too focused on individual service needs.

Dubois, testifying at a Feb. 12 hearing, told lawmakers, “The previous rounds, quite frankly, ... were service-centric.” He added, “There was little joint decision-making or joint analytical authority.”

The Prime Directive
To prevent a recurrence, Rumsfeld established a prime directive to “maximize joint use” of facilities, said Dubois. Aiding that effort are seven joint cross-service groups (JCSGs): education and training, headquarters and support activities, industrial activities, intelligence activities, medical, technical, and supply and storage.

These groups include experts from each service, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, and appropriate defense agencies. For example, the Pentagon’s top scientist, Ronald M. Sega, heads the technical group, while the services’ surgeon generals lead the medical group.

The groups are broad by design—to allow them to look across the services—but they will tackle specific questions. The training group, for instance, is studying whether DOD should develop joint pilot training programs using fewer bases than is the case with current individual service pilot training. The training JCSG also is examining the potential to privatize pilot training.

The technical group will look at DOD’s research, development, test, and engineering functions, including the individual service laboratories. In past BRACs, those labs were largely unexamined, but the technical group will look at whether these facilities could combine research efforts and work even more closely with industry and academia.

However, when questioned by lawmakers concerned about losing such RDT&E facilities, Dubois indicated that moving these functions from their present locations might not be in DOD’s best interest. He said the individual military labs are often co-located with some world-class educational institutions, which “was not without a design.”

Dubois added, “They are where they are for reasons.” He went on to argue that the Pentagon does not need to consolidate its labs into one location because today’s information technology enables them to employ virtual interaction.

Another area of concern for many lawmakers is the future of military depots, the services’ in-house weapon repair centers, with $20 billion annual operating budgets and tens of thousands of civilian federal workers. The charter for the industrial JCSG includes reviewing the need for in-house depots and whether they should be consolidated.

Under the last BRAC, the Air Force closed two of its five air logistics centers. In previous closure rounds, four Navy shipyards were shut down, and the Army closed several depots and support organizations. The Air Force and Navy each maintain three depots for repairing aircraft. Some BRAC observers expect that these facilities will be consolidated into fewer joint aircraft repair centers. Other candidates for consolidation are Army and Marine Corps depots that overhaul ground combat vehicles.

Rumsfeld has repeatedly pushed for privatizing more depot work but has been unable to get lawmakers to change the federal law that requires half of all military repair work to be performed at defense depots. Members of the Depot Caucus in Congress now fear the Pentagon may be able to work around that law by closing depots and, in effect, bypassing the law.

The only solace Dubois offered lawmakers was that depots would be evaluated within their group and that there was no preordained cut list.

As part of Rumsfeld’s push toward multiservice, multimission installations, the Pentagon also will review the potential for active and reserve forces to share bases. That could prove challenging, because states have a say in the disposition of Air and Army National Guard facilities.

According to retired Rear Adm. Benjamin Montoya, a 1995 BRAC commissioner, most of the unneeded active duty bases have been shut down, but many smaller Guard and Reserve bases that should be shut down have stayed open. He said that closing Guard bases is “harder than shutting down a rural post office.”

BRAC 1995 also had several joint task forces that provided recommendations for sharing capabilities among the services. However, the services never seriously considered them. There was no top-down emphasis, as has been established for BRAC 2005.

Grone said recommendations from the JCSGs will be incorporated into the Pentagon’s final base closure list. However, the groups’ mandate precludes them from straying into service specific operational areas.

The Air Force will decide whether the introduction of new, more capable aircraft will mean it could consolidate bases. The Navy will weigh whether a 300-ship Navy with smaller, more agile vessels requires changes in home porting. The Army will weigh where to base any brigades brought home from Europe as part of a global repositioning of forces.

The Overseas BRAC
The Pentagon began an overseas posture review in August 2001, recognizing that the Cold War basing strategy needed to change and that any change in overseas force structure would affect Stateside basing.

“You cannot do the domestic BRAC without an overseas BRAC,” Dubois told lawmakers.

He said the Pentagon should have the “basic building blocks of overseas force structure” in mid-May. Dubois noted that there are “variables” that are “somewhat outside” Rumsfeld’s control. However, he maintained that Rumsfeld would be the one to make basic decisions about what forces will return to the US. The services, in turn, will need to incorporate that information in their deliberations about Stateside facilities.

In addition, the services will need to predict their infrastructure needs to retain the capability to handle a “surge in terms of end strength at any given time,” said Dubois.

All things considered, Dubois said, BRAC 2005 “is a global BRAC.”

Once the services complete their recommendations, their lists and the lists from the JCSGs will go to the Infrastructure Executive Council, and, ultimately, to the Secretary of Defense.

Weighing the decisions made by the Pentagon is “not a fun job,” said former Sen. Alan Dixon (D-Ill.), who headed the BRAC commission in 1995. Dixon said that one former Senate colleague, whom Dixon considered a friend, still refuses to talk to him because the commission closed a base in the Senator’s state. “I wouldn’t do [the job] again for anything,” Dixon added.

The list of commissioners for 2005 is to be announced by next spring. The question of who will be on the final list has been the subject of intense speculation and has spawned a bogus list of base closings on the Internet. Communities and states began their campaigns to stay off the list even before Congress formally authorized BRAC 2005.

Air War College professor David S. Sorenson, author of the 1998 book Shutting Down the Cold War: The Politics of Military Base Closure, said it’s too early to predict closure of specific bases but not too early to spot some trends worth watching.

Politics, he said, does play a role in determining which bases make the Pentagon’s list. In the four past rounds, former Rep. Ronald Dellums (D-Calif.), an outspoken critic of defense spending, suffered the shut down of five bases in his northern California district.

Then-Sen. Sam Nunn (D-Ga.), the hawkish chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, lost not a single base in his home state.

Sorenson recommended that communities examine DOD’s past BRAC lists, because bases targeted by the Pentagon but spared by the commission will usually appear again on the list. In the past, commissions have concurred with the Pentagon’s recommendations about 85 percent of the time.

States Weigh In
In Mississippi, economic development officials are well aware that the state has been lucky to escape the ax. Jackson has invested more than $50 million to improve roads and infrastructure around the state’s bases. In 1995, the Navy wanted to close Meridian Air Station, but last minute politicking kept it off the final list. Since then, the state has spent $3.2 million building a Naval Reserve facility at Meridian. Columbus AFB, Miss., which offers pilot training, is also considered vulnerable. The state has spent $13.5 million improving sewer lines to Columbus and Meridian.

New Jersey worries that its seven military bases could be targeted. Many of them house support organizations, not operating forces. New Jersey is touting three adjacent bases—McGuire Air Force Base, Ft. Dix Army Reserve Base, and Naval Air Engineering Station Lakehurst—as one of the military’s first “superbases.” Previous BRACs have targeted all three in the past. In the 1993 round, McGuire narrowly beat out Plattsburg AFB, N.Y., for survival.

Encroachment—the effect that suburban sprawl and environmental laws have on military bases and operations—looms increasingly large in decisions about which facilities will stay open. In Southwestern states, where military bases are positioned near fast-growing Sun Belt cities, that problem has been most acute.

Luke AFB, Ariz., USAF’s largest fighter pilot training facility, is only 10 miles from Phoenix. Sometimes officials must cancel training because someone has sighted an endangered antelope species on the Luke ranges. Arizona may have to relocate an elementary school a mile from a busy runway on Davis–Monthan Air Force Base, near Tucson. The Arizona legislature is now weighing laws to limit encroachment around the state’s bases.

Orr said Air Force bases will be evaluated, in part, on whether they have the space to handle the more powerful weapon systems that will enter the inventory over the next few decades. These include systems such as the F/A-22 fighter, F-35 fighter, and various unmanned aerial vehicles. Environmental concerns are far bigger today than they were in past BRACs. “It’s not only if they can fly there today, but can they fly there in the future,” Orr said.

Some Western state officials tout their wide-open training ranges as an attractive alternative to the crowded training sites east of the Mississippi River. One who does so is Robert Johnstone, executive director of the Southwest Defense Alliance, an organization that represents the interests of testing and training ranges in the region.

Johnstone said Edwards AFB, Calif., located in the southern California desert, could easily accommodate aviation training to go along with its test mission. Currently, the services only use about 30 percent of their western test and training ranges. That excess capacity makes them possible targets for consolidation, too.

The most aggressive BRAC players are states with a large military presence. Georgia, facing its first BRAC without the political cover of the powerful Sam Nunn, passed a law requiring communities to discuss proposed zoning changes with the military. The objective is to prevent any adverse impact on nearby bases.

Florida has spent $475,000 to retain both Washington, D.C., law firm Holland & Knight and former Rep. Tillie Fowler (R-Fla.) to analyze the relative vulnerability of its 21 bases. Texas voters last fall approved the creation of a $250 million fund to help communities upgrade roads and other infrastructure around military bases.

California has 62 bases and $19 billion in associated federal payroll. State officials recall the economic havoc of the past four BRACs, when the state lost more than 90,000 defense jobs. In recent years, California has offered grants worth hundreds of thousands of dollars to communities seeking to strengthen ties to military bases. The state also brokered a land swap between a developer and Los Angeles Air Force Base, trading excess military land for a new headquarters building.

Republican Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger took time during his State of the State address to note that BRAC poses a large threat to California’s ailing economy. “This could mean thousands of lost jobs to California,” he said. “These bases are important to national defense, and they are important to our steady economic recovery. As a state, we will fight to keep our bases open.”

Plans called for the Pentagon to deliver a new analysis of infrastructure capacity to Congress. Officials expect it to confirm the existence of 25 percent excess capacity, as determined in a 1998 analysis. If it does, said Dubois, the 2005 round will nearly match the combined reduction of the four previous rounds, which brought an overall 21 percent reduction.

BRAC 2005 promises to be a “very difficult and challenging round,” said Dubois.

George Cahlink is a military correspondent with Government Executive Magazine in Washington, D.C. His most recent article for Air Force Magazine, “The Limits of Outsourcing,” appeared in the January issue.
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How To Close Military Bases

As the Defense Department moves toward a leaner and more agile fighting force, no one should be surprised at the consequence - the closing of many out-of-date military bases.

Last month, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld restated the need for more base closures around the country in 2005. He revealed hard numbers to support estimates that the military has an excess base capacity of 24 percent. That could mean 100 bases in the US ought to disappear.

For decades, base closings have been vigorously fought by communities and their elected representatives. Even presidential candidate John Kerry said that Mr. Rumsfeld's announcement was more about ideology than being economical.

But the fact remains that many bases that were justified for the cold war aren't needed for today's security challenges. The Pentagon is on firm ground in this latest round of closure selection, especially after 9/11, by making the case that shutting some bases will better protect the US.

As part of the plan, the Pentagon wants to bring different branches of the military together in the same location. That should result in better coordination between the services as well as greater efficiency. And it intends to consolidate active-duty bases with Reserve bases.

Instead of figuring out how to minimize the impact of base closings, Congress and state legislatures are fighting hard to prevent closures. Florida, for instance, has already spent nearly $500,000 by hiring a Washington law firm and a former member of Congress to help protect its 21 bases.

Understandably, large or even small bases can be difficult to give up. For example, Scott Air Force Base in Illinois employs 13,000 people and has some 14,000 military retirees living nearby. Nearly $2 billion helps the local economy annually.

Economic recovery in areas where bases have been closed has been mixed. In Monterey, Calif., for example, closing the Army's Fort Ord training facility didn't have much impact on the diverse economy. But other towns like Vallejo, Calif., and Beeville, Texas, still haven't recovered from base closings near them. Still, for cities severely affected by a closure, the Base Realignment and Closings Commission can recommend economic aid.

The commission's list of recommended base closings will be submitted to Congress next year for a simple up or down vote. In the past, legislators who strongly support the Defense Department have tended not to lose bases in their districts. But both Congress and the Pentagon should not let politics or mutual back-scratching be a part of the equation.
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As Naval Station Everett Marks Its 10th Anniversary, A Review For Possible Closure Lies Ahead

By Rachel Tuinstra, Times Snohomish County bureau

"It was cold and chilly, and then the blue sky came out. I think it depicted how hard we had to work to bring the station to that point," said Bontrop, the naval station's first commanding officer. "We were still under the cloud of the base-closure commission, but we had completed the facility. We felt that we were in a good position.

"But still, there was a cloud out there."

Ten years later, the base has become an integral part of Everett and source of community pride, the county's second-largest employer after Boeing and the generator of millions of dollars in local revenue.

Still, as the base prepares to celebrate its 10th anniversary at an Everett luncheon tomorrow, that cloud remains in the distance.

Next year, Naval Station Everett, along with every other U.S. military base and installation, will be scrutinized under the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure, or BRAC, procedure authorized by Congress to examine the military's holdings and look for ways to consolidate or close bases to save money. The president is expected to appoint a commission next year that will make recommendations on which bases should be closed.

Base birthday bash
Naval Station Everett will celebrate its 10th anniversary tomorrow with a luncheon at 11:30 a.m. at the Everett Events Center, 2000 Hewitt Ave. Featured speakers and guests at the $40-a-person event will include Assistant Secretary of the Navy Dionel "Dino" Aviles ; Gov. Gary Locke; U.S. Rep. Rick Larsen, D-Lake Stevens; Snohomish County Executive Aaron Reardon; and Capt. Dan Squires, the base commander. Information: Everett Area Chamber of Commerce, 425-257-3222, Ext. 0.

The upcoming review is expected to be the largest such effort in the nation's history.

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld has said the Department of Defense needs to decrease its military installations by about 24 percent, which would mean closing or realigning about 100 of the nation's 425 military installations.

U.S. Rep. Rick Larsen, D-Lake Stevens, has characterized the upcoming examination as "the mother of all base-closure rounds." But he is among a number of officials who believe Naval Station Everett is in a strong position to weather the process.

"It's my sense that Naval Station Everett will be strengthened by the next round of BRAC," said Larsen, who sits on the House Armed Services Committee. "But nothing will be held sacred in (the BRAC) process. It's important that the community continue to show support for the base."

Even before it opened, Naval Station Everett was the subject of cutbacks in military spending and expansion. At one point in 1988, six years before the Navy port would open, the Senate Armed Services Committee voted to eliminate funding for the base in the defense budget. The funding was eventually restored.

Naval Station Everett employs about 6,300 military and civilian personnel. It has an annual payroll of $185 million and spends $10 million annually on local construction and services, including maintenance and operational costs.

The base and the Navy Support Complex at Smokey Point cost $455 million to build, counting land-acquisition costs. It is the newest and most modern of the Navy's bases, and was built to be environmentally friendly and energy-efficient. Its storm-water drains have oil separators, and its piers have a drainage system that can be closed off to contain spills.

It is the first Navy base to use a high-tech pier designed to dissipate wave energy to protect ships that are moored at its docks. The base has been wired with fiber optics, and all the building's temperatures are controlled through a central digital system.

"Naval Station Everett brought to Everett a level of income and modernization of the waterfront that never would have been here otherwise," said its commander, Capt. Dan Squires. "The base was also built to take advantage of the city's assets."

The naval station gets most of its medical care through Providence Everett Medical Center and other local health-care providers. The station uses the city's post offices; other installations have their own. Most military personnel and their families live in Snohomish County, including a public-private housing development in Smokey Point.

Supporters of the base point to its amenities and its age as reasons why it would not be on the closure list.

"We are small but very efficient," said Gary Grayson, Naval Station Everett's director of engineering and planning. Grayson has been involved with the naval station since its first day of construction design.

"I've worked for Department of Defense on active duty and as a civilian for 40 years, and there's no other place I've ever been that has the feel that Everett does," Grayson said. "There's a symmetry with how it's laid out. The color, shape and form of the building — it's a very beautiful and people-friendly facility."

The naval station also boasts several natural amenities, such as a deep-water port that hasn't needed to be dredged since it opened and allows ships to set sail even during low tide, and a close proximity to open water.

The facility was long sought-after and hard-won after years of behind-the-scenes finagling by local and federally elected officials such as then-Sen. Henry "Scoop" Jackson, and then-Everett Mayor Bill Moore.

Getting a naval installation in Everett was seen as an important step toward diversifying the city's economy, which had been heavily reliant on timber and aerospace, two cyclical industries, said Pat McClain, the governmental-affairs director for the city of Everett.

"For many people in Everett, it is an accomplishment we built that we dreamed of, from 1983," McClain said. "We have taken it to the point where it is maturing. It's time to congratulate ourselves and the Navy for a job well done. I think Scoop Jackson and Bill Moore would be immensely proud."

It was about 21 years ago that McClain first became involved with the community's effort to build the station in Everett. The community has historically been supportive of the base, he said. The naval station was put to an advisory vote in 1984, and more than 68 percent of residents voted in favor of the project, McClain said.

Perhaps nothing better exemplifies the base's position in the community than the homecoming party Everett threw for the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln in May. An estimated 20,000 people flocked to the city's waterfront to watch the Lincoln pull into the naval station after a 9½-month deployment, and about 30,000 people attended a homecoming parade later that week.

"The reception the Lincoln received last May showed the value of the community support for the base," Larsen said.

"Everett is a Boeing town, it's a Navy town, it's a waterfront town and Silvertips town. The Navy helps provide more balance to the quality of life in Snohomish County."

But having a military base within the city's midst is not without its pitfalls.

Last year, Everett was on a short list of possible home ports for the Sea-Based Test X-band Radar, a centerpiece of the Department of Defense's missile-defense system.

Everett residents and the city protested, saying the 25-story converted oil-rig platform would be an eyesore and would obstruct waterfront views.

Everett dodged the SBX when Adak, Alaska, was selected.

But the episode underscored how military priorities could sometimes run counter to a city's wishes.

The naval station has also been through four base-closure-commission procedures: in 1988, 1991 and 1993, before the base even opened, and in 1995, a year after it began docking warships at its piers.

The 1988 round led to the closure of much of Naval Station Puget Sound at Sand Point in Seattle and the transfer of some services, such as the post exchange, commissary, chapel and re-education center, to Naval Station Everett and its support complex in Smokey Point.

More services were relocated to Everett when the rest of Naval Station Puget Sound was closed under the 1991 decision.

But in 1993 it was a different story for Everett, when it found itself on a list of possible military closures, along with the Alameda Naval Air Station in California.

"The community around Naval Station Alameda submitted a 4-inch-thick document on why it should stay open and why Naval Station Everett should close," Bontrop said.

The Everett community rallied around the yet-to-be-opened naval station, submitting letters and documents to the Base Realignment and Closure commission and the Department of Defense. Ultimately, the commission voted to close the Alameda base and to proceed with Everett.

"I am convinced that if the community had not stepped up in the way they did, I don't think the base would have ever opened," Bontrop said.
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Aerospace, Defense Adviser Has Challenge

State prepares for next base-closing round

By Timothy R. Gaffney, Dayton Daily News

COLUMBUS -- One of Joe Renaud's top priorities as the new state aerospace and defense adviser will be to help Ohio prepare for the next round of military base closings.

It's an issue the retired Air Force colonel knows all too well.

Renaud, 55, was commander of the Air Force's Aerospace Guidance and Metrology Center at Newark Air Force Base when the 1993 Base Closure and Realignment Commission put the base on the chopping block.

He oversaw the center's business as the Air Force converted it to a contractor-run operation and turned over the base property to a local port authority.

"I stayed there till we pulled down the flag" in 1996, he said.

It was one of several military installations axed in Ohio in 1991, '93 and '95. Now Ohio and other states are bracing for BRAC 2005, expected to be the biggest one yet.

The BRAC process is designed to resist political meddling, but Renaud said Ohio must do whatever it can to support the military bases within its borders.

"Ohio and several other states are trying to have an influence by making decision-makers aware of (the bases') capabilities," he said. "Even though the process is designed to be closed, there are possibilities to make known what you have."

Ohio's strategy is to promote military facilities within the state as places that not only deserve to stay open, but would make good "receiver sites" for work from bases to be closed.

The state has allocated $2.5 million to nonprofit groups organizing BRAC initiatives in Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, Mansfield, Lima, and Youngstown.

Much of the effort is focused on Wright-Patterson, the biggest military site in Ohio and the state's largest single-site employer. It generates $1.79 billion in on-base payrolls and regional contracts.

Besides the BRAC effort, Renaud said his job is to "foster business opportunities in aerospace and defense in the state of Ohio."

Taft appointed him to the position March 1.

Originally from St. Louis, Renaud attended the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs and the Air Force Institute of Technology at Wright-Patterson. He flew special operations versions of the C-130 airplane and was later assigned to programs at Wright-Patterson that developed or tested special-operation C-130s.

Another Wright-Patterson assignment included managing the Advanced Technology Fighter, the precursor program to the F/A-22 Raptor.
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Malpractice Crisis Could Hurt Scott

By William Lamb, Of the Post-Dispatch

Partisans on both sides of the debate over medical malpractice reform agree on this much, at least: The crisis could hurt Scott Air Force Base next year as the Defense Department embarks on another round of base closures.

That's because the Department of Defense will weigh quality-of-life issues, including access to outside health care providers and facilities, when it evaluates domestic military bases for closure starting next year.

Those considerations fall far below more critical criteria, such as an installation's ability to carry out its mission. But elected officials from both parties acknowledged that a simmering health care crisis in the Metro East area could have a bearing, however small, on Scott's fate.

Republicans and Democrats agree that medical malpractice insurance premiums have risen sharply, making it costly for doctors to do business in Illinois. The Metro East area has been hit particularly hard, officials said. Numbers are hard to come by, but John Baricevic, the Democratic St. Clair County Board chairman, said that some 40 doctors had left Belleville's Memorial Hospital in the last year.

Democrats tend to blame the insurance industry for what they say are artificially inflated premiums and favor controls on "frivolous" suits. Republicans, meanwhile, blame plaintiffs' attorneys and advocate a cap on jury awards for "pain and suffering."

The issue is "probably more important for the general fabric of the community than it is for Scott Air Force Base," Baricevic said. "But, nevertheless, it is a quality-of-life issue, and it will be a piece of the puzzle, even if it is not the biggest piece."

Steve Reeb, a Republican who is angling to succeed Baricevic as County Board chairman next year, has positioned himself as one of the leading advocates of tort reform in the Metro East area. In an interview last week, Reeb agreed with Baricevic, who is seeking election as a circuit judge, that the issue could come into play.

"This will have a direct impact on BRAC," Reeb said, using the Defense Department acronym for the Base Realignment and Closure process. "This is very important to the BRAC commission, because they're looking for a (stable) economic area to work in."

By most accounts, Scott narrowly escaped the ax during the last round of base closures, in 1995. A lobbying effort to keep the base open has been churning almost nonstop in the time since, led by elected officials and civic leaders eager to preserve Scott's 13,000 military and civilian jobs.

Scott pumps more than $1 billion into the area's economy each year and is the St. Louis area's fourth-largest employer. The base is home to the U.S. Transportation Command, which controls the movement of military personnel and cargo throughout the world, and the Air Mobility Command, which provides airlift and refueling support for military aircraft.

Scott personnel are mostly immune from the malpractice insurance crisis because the base has its own hospital, operated by the 375th Medical Group. Any malpractice suit from the hospital would land in federal court, where judgments tend to be much lower than they are in state courts.

The hospital's roster of services is nearly comprehensive.

However, many women venture off base for obstetrical and gynecological care, said Lt. Nicole Barnum, a spokeswoman for the 375th Airlift Wing. Scott personnel give birth at St. Elizabeth's Hospital in Belleville through an arrangement with that facility, Barnum said.

Jim Pennekamp, executive director of the Leadership Council Southwestern Illinois, has been one of Scott's biggest boosters, hiring a Washington consulting firm called 20th Century Alliance to help burnish Scott's image as a vital nerve center for the military. Among the group's marquee-caliber principals are former Illinois Sen. Alan Dixon and retired Gen. Ronald Fogelman, the former Air Force chief of staff.

Pennekamp played down the role that the medical malpractice issue would play once the Defense Department and an independent Base Realignment and Closure Commission get to work early next year.

"You either perform valuable military functions at the installation or you don't," Pennekamp said. "And with the case of Scott Air Force Base, we know that the movement of everything in the military everywhere in the world is a vital function. So there's reason to be optimistic."
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Rogers Says Depot Top Of His List

By Matthew Korade, Star Senior Writer

OXFORD, Ala. – Congressman Mike Rogers gave a run-down of his legislative work this session at a Rotary Club luncheon Monday, offering an early glimpse of the issues on which he will campaign for re-election. 

At the top of his list is helping Anniston Army Depot get nearly $24 million for building a new manufacturing plant. The new plant, called a "powertrain facility" after the term used for a tank engine and transmission, will consolidate many of the depot’s now disparate operations under one roof, allowing for a more-efficient operation.

Its significance cannot be overstated in light of the upcoming round of base cuts, said Rogers, R-Saks. As evidence, he cited the failure of the Department of Defense to include appropriations for the depot’s main competitors in Ohio and Texas in this year’s National Defense Authorization Act.

"That didn’t happen at Lima, that didn’t happen at Red River, that only happened in one installation, the depot," Rogers said.

The new manufacturing plant will play a vital role in the military’s plans to restructure the services in the coming years. The Defense Department has been moving from the old Cold War force that includes huge brigades of heavy, armored vehicles to a more easily deployable "joint" force in which the services work in tandem.

The ability of installations to change to this "joint" mode of operation will play a key factor in deciding which ones are closed in 2005 base cuts, called Base Realignment and Closure, or BRAC.

Rogers also highlighted his efforts to get $30 million secured for the completion of the long-awaited Eastern Parkway in the Transportation Equity Act, which passed the House last week. Rogers is optimistic that money will remain in the bill when it is reviewed in a conference committee of both houses of Congress.

The parkway is seen as a vital conduit to the redevelopment of the now largely vacant, former Fort McClellan, which was closed in the last round of BRAC in 1995.

The appropriations in the six-year transportation act will create jobs around the nation as state officials contract out the road-improvement money, Rogers said.

Rogers spoke optimistically about the American occupation of Iraq. He characterized the increasing guerrilla attacks against Americans and Iraqi civilians as last-minute attempts by political factions to grasp for power by manipulating public opinion against the war.

The majority of Iraqis, he said, are "tickled to death" by what America has been able to accomplish in Iraq over the last 10 months. He spoke optimistically about the potential of the embattled country. With its sophisticated irrigation system branching out from the Tigris River, Iraq could become the breadbasket of the Middle East, he said, in addition to the promise of future dominance as an oil-rich capitalistic society.

The El Paso Times special section on BRAC is on the web at http://www.borderlandnews.com/BRAC/.  It includes several articles on the status of Holloman AFB, White Sands Missile Base, and Fort Bliss.  You can scan the headlines and choose any of the 26 articles you would like to read in full text.
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