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House committee ponders approach to base closings 
By Amy Klamper, CongressDaily Brought to you by GovExec.com 

As the time for the fiscal 2005 defense authorization markup approaches, the House Armed Services Committee is mulling its approach to the Pentagon's upcoming base realignment and closure round. 

Observers say that if Republican members do not take a proactive stance on the BRAC process, they risk generating bipartisan support for minority amendments that seek to delay or kill the controversial process. 

Armed Services Committee Democrats have already proposed a bill that would delay the 2005 base closure process for two years. The bill, introduced in late March by Rep. Solomon Ortiz of Texas, echoes an effort last year by Rep. Gene Taylor, D-Miss., to eliminate the 2005 base-closing round altogether. 

Taylor's bill never made it beyond the committee, but it garnered 21 co-sponsors and passed in subcommittee, taking some Republican members by surprise. 

This year, bipartisan support for delaying the BRAC process already is starting to build, with Rep. Jim Ryun, R-Kan., likely to support Ortiz's bill if it comes to a vote, according to a Ryun spokesman. 

While few expect Ortiz's bill to go far, observers note that several Republicans are voicing concern about the BRAC process. 

Besides Ryun, GOP Reps. Heather Wilson of New Mexico, Robin Hayes and Walter Jones of North Carolina and Tom Cole of Oklahoma are increasingly nervous about the upcoming round, one congressional aide observed. 

An Armed Services Committee spokesman said several members have approached Armed Services Chairman Duncan Hunter, R-Calif., with concerns about the BRAC process. He said the committee is now sifting through a number of proposals. 

But Hunter may find it difficult to maintain unity among the Republican ranks on the BRAC issue, according to Christopher Hellman, director of the Project on Military Spending Oversight at the Center for Arms Control and Non-proliferation. 

Hellman said Democratic lawmakers are likely to consider a number of so-called "poison pill" amendments that could bog down the process or delay it. 

Last year, the House voted to scale back the next BRAC round through two amendments to its version of the fiscal 2004 defense authorization bill. 

The first amendment, offered by Hunter, would have required the Defense secretary's base closure recommendations to leave sufficient capacity for a force of at least 200,000 more active duty troops, as called for in a 1991 force structure baseline, than the military's current strength. The BRAC process also would have to retain enough facilities in the United States to house all forces currently based overseas. 

The second provision would have required the Pentagon to prepare a list of at least 50 percent of active domestic installations that would be excluded from the BRAC process. The list was to include core military bases considered essential to national defense. Taken together, the two proposals would have triggered a presidential veto, and so they did not survive the conference. 

This year, Republicans could try to delay BRAC until lawmakers can thoroughly review a military global posture review currently under way. The department has no plans to share the study with Congress, although Pentagon officials say the study will inform the BRAC process. 

Members also could legislate changes in the Pentagon's base closure selection criteria, published in February, which some lawmakers say do not reflect concerns expressed during a public comment period held earlier this year. 

Beaufort (SC) Gazette
April 27, 2004 
Gov. Sanford Visits Parris Island

By Michael Kerr, Gazette staff writer

Having grown up in Beaufort County, Gov. Mark Sanford said he remembers hearing the sounds of rifles firing and drill instructors yelling across the water from Parris Island.

On Monday, Sanford made his first visit to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot as governor, reaffirming the state's need to continue fighting to protect its military bases.

A Defense Department-mandated round of military base realignment and closures is set for 2005 to eliminate excess installations and allow the military to operate more efficiently. It's been estimated that about 23 percent of all installations will be affected.

"We have to be vigilant in making the case for the military utility that exists here in South Carolina," Sanford said, after eating lunch with recruits from the Carolinas at the depot's 3rd Recruit Training Battalion mess hall.

While the bases in Beaufort County and the rest of South Carolina may be safer than some others throughout the country, safe is a relative term, he said.

When the Charleston Naval Base was shuttered during the 1993 round of military base closures, "a lot of people were surprised" because that base was thought to be safe, the governor said.

With Monday's visit to Parris Island, Sanford has made official visits to all six of South Carolina's major bases except for Charleston Air Force Base, which he has visited in unofficial capacities.

Like the governor, the members of South Carolina's base closure task force, which urged him to visit all of the state's bases in the first place, said the efforts must continue. The task force includes representatives from the Beaufort, Columbia, Charleston and Sumter areas -- the regions that would most likely be affected by base closures. The committee keeps the governor up to date on the latest base closure news and lobbies to national legislative delegates and Defense Department members on behalf of South Carolina's bases.

"It's time to go up and make the case to the members of the Department of Defense that we are able to talk to," said retired Army Brig. Gen. Jim Shufelt, Beaufort County's representative on the state committee.

While task force members can't "just wander the halls of the Pentagon," there are key people in Washington, D.C., they can meet with and make the case for the military value of the bases in Beaufort County and the rest of the state, he said.

Shaw Air Force Base, Sanford said, is in the most danger of being closed, but the governor is confident that South Carolina can bolster its military presence, taking on capacity from other bases that are shuttered or realigned.

The state has the geographic location, the ability to fly cargo in and out of the area, and the community support needed to shoulder an even larger military presence, he said.

Retired Marine Corps Col. John Payne, the vice chairman of Beaufort County's Military Enhancement Committee, a volunteer organization of the Greater Beaufort Chamber of Commerce tasked with protecting the area's bases, echoed the governor's sentiments that the fight isn't over and that nothing can be considered safe.

"This is going to be a tough road," Payne said. "It really is."

Parris Island, Marine Corps Air Station Beaufort and Naval Hospital Beaufort contribute about $454 million to the area's economy each year, according to an economic impact study by the Military Enhancement Committee and Georgia Southern University. If all three bases closed, it could take the area's economy over 17 years to recover, the study suggests.

The governor's appearance at Parris Island and his continued support -- he allocated $200,000 last year to fight base closures -- are valuable assets to the local cause, Payne said.

"I think it's very important to show that support from the highest levels in the state," he said.

National Journal's CongressDailyAM
April 29, 2004 
Wilson: Consider R&D In Base Closings

Rep. Heather Wilson, R-N.M., introduced a bill Wednesday that would require the Pentagon to consider the military value of research, development and testing facilities in the next round of base closings.

The factors would be included among the Pentagon's official criteria for choosing which installations to retain in the 2005 base realignment and closure process, or BRAC.

Wilson and other lawmakers have criticized the Pentagon for failing to consider hundreds of public comments and concerns before deciding on its final BRAC criteria, published in February in the Federal Register.

The criteria currently assess military value and the ability of an installation to contribute to the Defense Department's mission and operational readiness. Other factors include potential costs and savings, community support and environmental considerations.

Wilson said the Defense Department's stated goal of a modernized force did not square with its prevailing approach to base closure.

"Research, development and testing are too important to be overlooked," Wilson said in a statement. "The criteria talks about current operations and training but completely ignores the need to have research, development and testing facilities for the next generation of weapons systems."

Congress approved the 2005 BRAC round in the FY01 military authorization, but Wilson, a member of the Armed Services Committee, has opposed the closings on every vote.

"From the beginning, I have opposed BRAC," Wilson said. "But our commitment now must be to preserve facilities critical to our national security and important to New Mexico."

By Amy Klamper

El Paso Times
April 26, 2004 
Army's Upgrades Could Benefit Bliss

By Laura Cruz, El Paso Times

Army Transformation, the effort changing the way the U.S. Army thinks, trains and fights, is reshaping Fort Bliss soldiers into a more agile and high-tech force, military experts said.

"We're trying to make smaller, more lethal forces that can fight independently using the interdependent capabilities of the joint force," which means the Army, Air Force, Marines and Navy cooperating closely, said Col. Dan Kirby, Fort Bliss director of Air and Missile Defense Combat Development.

"An example of this might be if the Army's Air and Missile Defense soldiers (who work and train at Fort Bliss) use the Air Force's radars and sensors to intercept an enemy missile," he said.

Military officials expect Army Transformation to cost about $23 billion during the next seven years, so it's important that the public pay attention to the transformation, said David Casmus, president of the El Paso chapter of the Association of the U.S. Army.

Casmus said transformation could also mean more money for El Paso because if additional soldiers are reassigned to Fort Bliss under the Base Realignment and Closure, or BRAC, process, money needed to transform the post and its soldiers would also be distributed in the region.

"It's our tax dollars that are funding those changes," he said. "And it's a lot of our national security, so every great American should have a vested interest in it."

Transformation is important because the "demands on military leaders and soldiers are greater than it was in the past," Kirby said. "For example, during the Cold War, we knew our enemy better than he knew himself, but today we don't know who the enemy is and so a soldier has to be more flexible and has to adapt very quickly in every situation."

Whether Fort Bliss gains troops, the post has already begun transformation in three key areas: the installation, the Air Defense Artillery Branch and the Air Defense Artillery School.

"There is significant analysis as to how we need to adapt in the three areas," Fort Bliss commander Maj. Gen. Michael Vane said. "From the installation's perspective, the biggest changes are requiring us to adapt our power projection (platform), our infrastructure and our business policy."

The transformation of the Army's business policy would allow private companies to work on Army projects. One example is the current enhanced leasing project that will lease the Beaumont Hospital Historical District to one or more private contractors who will then renovate the area for use by the military and civilian communities.

Infrastructure changes include alterations like converting firing ranges into convoy live fire ranges. Power projection platform changes involve moving equipment by road, air and rail to any part of the world within 96 hours instead of weeks.

Replacing Patriot
Col. Robert Jassey, Training and Doctrine Command system manager at Fort Bliss, said the equipment soldiers use will also change. Eventually the Patriot missile system, which knocked down enemy missiles in the gulf wars of 1991 and 2003, will be replaced by a new missile system called Medium Extended Air Defense System, or MEADS.

"We're going to have the Patriot for a long time, but we're trying to evolve the system," Jassey said.

Col. Dan Kirby said the Army is looking at "spiraling" in MEADS technology so that the Army stays within budget but still improves its fighting power.

"We want to bring in a new missile launcher that is smaller, lighter and more deployable that is also capable of launching a variety of missiles," Kirby said.

The transformation is expected to affect the Army's culture, technology and structure. One of the most significant changes requires that each of the military's armed forces -- Army, Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps -- work closer than before to create a stronger joint force.

Vane said that change is invaluable and that the "Army is always transforming."

"I don't think we as a nation realize how significant it is to be the only superpower in the world," he said. "The need for change when you are the biggest powerful nation is important if you want to retain that level of power."

Soldiers affected
The concept also has a major impact on the individual soldier.

When James Hartford joined the Army in 1994, his intention was to stay only a few years and get some college money.

But a decade later, the sergeant first class is still in the military and says he has become a smarter, more physically fit and responsible man.

His change is what the Army expects out of all its soldiers to meet the goal of Army Transformation.

"The Army changed me. It was a 180-degree change," said Hartford. "I thought I was a responsible person. I thought I was mature, but they found a way to transform me even further."

Hartford said change is part of the Army and therefore part of the soldier.

"Transformation is very important," he said. "Transformation for the Army will not happen if the very lowest ranking soldier does not transition. It's a team effort."

On the move
Vane said changes have already taken place at the Air Defense Artillery School, which has begun two new courses, the Patriot Master Gunner Program and the Patriot Top Gun Program. This summer the post will partner with the University of Texas at El Paso to create a master's degree in leadership.

"We want to take the leadership attributes to lower levels than we had in the past," Vane said. "This way, lieutenants and captains will understand what a higher-ranking major understands, and a sergeant will understand what a higher-ranking sergeant first class or a sergeant major knows. Every soldier that comes into the Army we are preparing him or her to be a leader."

Hartford, who recently attended the Master Gunner Pilot Program, said, "The course was very intense and academically challenging.

"I learned more about the capabilities of the (Patriot) system and how it operates, and I'm a much better trained Patriot soldier after completing the program," he said. "The selection process was rigid and structured to make sure the 'Best of the Best' would attend."

Hartford said the training program, which teaches officers and senior enlisted soldiers, was developed "to produce subject matter experts in the Patriot field."

"They will be widely utilized throughout the units to improve and evaluate other Patriot soldiers," he said.

Fayetteville (NC) Observer
April 28, 2004 
5 Proposals Made To Help Keep N.C.’s Military Bases

By Paul Woolverton, Staff writer

RALEIGH - A state legislative commission has several proposals to protect military bases from development.

The proposals, presented Tuesday morning during a meeting of the Joint Select Commission on Military Affairs, include:

Create a Military Base Land Preservation Trust Fund. The trust initially would get $5 million. It would be authorized to buy land, easements and other rights to property near military bases. Its activities would be aimed at preventing development too near to military property and limiting noise and risks to residents.

Spend gas taxes on military personnel. This would give the military a third of the gasoline taxes North Carolina collects from gas sales on military bases. The tax is about 8 cents per gallon. Statewide, about $2.4 million would go back to the military. The money would be earmarked for community services and quality of life programs for military personnel and their families.

In-state tuition
Reduce tuition. Nonresidents who are members of the National Guard or Reserves assigned to a unit in North Carolina would pay the lower in-state tuition at state colleges and universities.

Give military spouses priority hiring. Under the proposal, spouses of military personnel will have priority over other candidates when seeking employment with the state.

Include the military in land-use planning. Cities and counties near military bases would be required to inform base and post commanders about proposed changes in local land-use ordinances. Officials would consider the military's comments before making the plans final.

The General Assembly plans to consider the ideas and to vote on them when it convenes for its 2004 session on May 10.

New Orleans Times-Picayune
April 27, 2004 
Fight To Save Local Bases Revs Up

Belle Chasse Added To List Of Concerns

By Joe Darby, West Bank Bureau

Although the Naval Air Station-Joint Reserve Base has been considered relatively safe from the huge round of base closings next year, a Washington, D.C., consultant warned Monday that the Belle Chasse facility is vulnerable.

"Is it safe? No," said Steve Loftus, a retired Navy vice admiral who is a member of The Spectrum Group, a consulting firm made up of former high-ranking military officers.

Loftus addressed the first meeting of the Retain Our Military Alliance, or ROMA, a group of elected officials and business leaders formed by New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin to preserve the area's military bases.

While early speculation has been that the air station will survive the 2005 round of base realignment and closings, known as BRAC, the Naval Support Activity in Algiers and Bywater is seen as the most vulnerable.

"I'm going to say it like it is," Loftus told officials at New Orleans City Hall. "If, and I say if in capital letters, Belle Chasse competes against other reserve bases, it will fare very well."

The base, with Navy, Marine, Air Force, Air Guard and Coast Guard squadrons, is a good example of military "jointness," a concept favored by top defense officials. And Belle Chasse can offer excellent ranges in the Gulf of Mexico for air combat training, Loftus said.

But if the panel of experts determining which bases will be recommended for closure lump all military facilities together nationwide, the future of Belle Chasse could be in doubt.

Loftus said that the air station in Plaquemines Parish is little known to military brass in Washington, who are much more familiar with regular service operational bases. Consequently, an aggressive public relations campaign must be waged.

"You must make sure that the people who make the initial decisions (on base closings) know about Belle Chasse," he said.

U.S. Rep. David Vitter, R-Metairie, said he is more optimistic than Loftus.

"We've made good progress at Belle Chasse, with its new buildings, the charter school," Vitter said. "The military has talked a lot about the importance of the reserves and jointness. If they do anything to Belle Chasse, they will show they never meant any of it."

Loftus said the Naval Support Activity is even more vulnerable than the air station "because it has no strict military mission and what's done there can be done somewhere else." The base contains administrative personnel for various commands at its Bywater and Algiers locations.

Local officials are forming a plan for a "federal city," in which military units in Bywater and on the Lakefront would be moved to Algiers, which also would house other federal agencies. But concrete plans are yet to be formulated "and the clock is running," Loftus said.

Liz Williams, executive director of the New Orleans Federal Alliance, the group working toward the federal city concept, said detailed reports from consultants should be ready within two months.

State Rep. Jim Tucker, R-Algiers, and New Orleans City Councilwoman Jacquelyn Brechtel Clarkson also talked about efforts to raise state and local money to help keep the military in the area. Most recently, the New Orleans City Council approved funneling $1 million in tax revenue annually for 10 years into a special fund to try to expand Algiers military facilities.

And James Cobb, a retired Air Force reserve general, spoke about a new group to be called "Greater New Orleans Supports Our Military." Participating businesses will offer discounts and other incentives for military members and their families.

David Mize, a retired Marine major general who heads Nagin's Military Advisory Committee, said it's vitally important that leaders make the fight to keep the area's bases a regional effort. The fight will be "very competitive" because communities throughout the United States are working to keep their bases open.

About 25 percent of the nation's 425 military installations will be closed, he said.

El Paso Times
April 28, 2004 
Public Support For Area Bases Vital, Leaders Say

By Laura Cruz, El Paso Times

Local leaders on Tuesday encouraged residents of El Paso and Southern New Mexico to support area military bases to convince the Department of Defense to send more soldiers to the region.

In 2005, the Department of Defense is expected to outline a process known as Base Realignment and Closure, or BRAC, which will realign or close about 25 percent of the nation's military bases.

"We as a community can have a significant impact on the BRAC process," said Tom Thomas, Greater El Paso Chamber of Commerce's Armed Forces Committee volunteer. "We need to be planning and implementing a process to make sure we are sending the right messages about our military to the Pentagon."

Community leaders had a press conference Tuesday to cast attention on the importance of the bases to the area.

In 1994, Fort Bliss learned it was losing the 5,000-soldier 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment and its hundreds of armored vehicles to Fort Collins, Colo.

The move was a shock to the community that resulted in city officials vowing never again to be taken by surprise by base realignment -- or to take the Army post for granted.

Fort Bliss in late 1994 immediately received news it would receive more air defense soldiers to replace a few thousand of the lost armored cavalry soldiers, but it was several years before the bulk of those soldiers arrived.

Holloman Air Force Base, shortly after the first gulf war, became the home of the Air Force's F-117A Nighthawk stealth fighters, replacing an F-15 Eagle fighter unit.

Local officials said Fort Bliss, White Sands Missile Range and Holloman Air Force Base, which account for an annual economic impact of about $2.6 billion, have the potential to grow and take on missions from closed or realigned posts, but the community needs to get involved.

Retired Maj. Gen. James Maloney of El Paso said citizens can help by "plugging into the system."

"They can join the Armed Forces Committee so that when the BRAC commission is created in 2005, if the commissioners are to visit with the area installations, the citizens can be a part of that meeting," said Maloney, a member of the Texas Military Preparedness Commission, which advise Texas Gov. Rick Perry's administration on military issues.

Norfolk Virginian-Pilot
April 29, 2004 
SEALs To Build New Beach-Front Training Facility

By Matthew Dolan

VIRGINIA BEACH — Where the Atlantic Ocean meets the Chesapeake Bay, the SEALs want a home away from home.

The Navy plans to build a pair of multi million-dollar training facilities for its elite commados based at Little Creek Naval Amphibious Base deep inside Fort Story over the next decade.

New training sites in Virginia Beach could ease two chronic problems for locally based SEALs: time wasted by traveling great distances to find adequate training bases and not being able to use the ranges whenever they want.

Plans are still on the drawing board but officials expect to award a construction bid this spring for the first phase, a $5.2 million, three-story structure.

Here, SEALs will be trained on how to storm buildings using real explosives and hunt down the enemy hidden inside 6,000 square feet of individual rooms.

Lined with bulletproof steel walls and outfitted with removable walls, the Close Quarters Combat Trainer could be ready for SEAL training as early as August 2005 , said Lt. Cmdr. William W. Anderson Jr. , chief engineer for Naval Special Warfare Group Two at Little Creek.

A separate mock town with houses, shops and a church is planned for another 20 acres. Construction, estimated at $20.5 million, is not expected to begin on the SEAL’s Military Operations in Urban Terrain training village until 2011 .

When complete, Navy officials said, the ranges at Fort Story will offer the region’s most comprehensive training facilities for half of the nation’s Sea Air Land commandos known as SEALs.

The Navy has eight SEAL teams and 2,450 individual SEALs, about half of them based at Little Creek. Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld has increasingly called on SEALs and other special operations forces to man the front lines of conflicts around the world, including in Afghanistan and Iraq.

But training facilities have been tough to secure.

Today, Virginia Beach-based SEALs regularly travel hundreds of miles to Army forts in Arkansas, Tennessee and remote parts of Virginia to find appropriate facilities to practice everything from urban combat to prisoner of war rescues.

The distance is only exacerbated by the SEALs’ intense training schedule – often more than 250 days a year, said Chief Warrant Officer John Shellnutt , the acting officer-in-charge for training local SEALs.

“More than any other service, we rely on more training time as a team,” Shellnutt said. He expects about 350 SEALs to train at the Close Quarters Combat trainer once it’s up and running.

“We’d turn it into SEAL-world if we could,” he said of Fort Story.

The Navy’s special operations forces have long struggled because there are few facilities solely dedicated to SEAL training.

“The buzz words around here are 'assured access,’” he said. “At Fort Story, we’d have it.”

Last-minute changes in how SEALs have been deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan has sometimes made it more difficult for Navy training officials to plan ahead, according to Shellnutt.

At Fort Story, the training facilities would be at the end of Shore Drive, a 6-mile ride from the SEAL headquarters at Little Creek.

The SEALs also will have first priority to use the training facilities tucked inside the base’s 1,451 acres, according to Lt. Col. Wesley L. Rehorn , Fort Story’s garrison commander.

“It saves money and time and reduces their operational tempo away from home,” said Rehorn, who formerly served as the operations officer for special operations at Joint Forces Command in Norfolk.

Rehorn added that the base also plans to build 248 new housing units within the next two years. The spate of new construction could help protect Fort Story during next year’s round of base closures.

The movement to secure additional training ranges is not only an East Coast phenomenon. By the end of the year, the Navy hopes to expand a 1,100-acre mountainous SEAL training range in southern California by 3,000 acres.

New London (CT) Day
April 27, 2004 
Save The Base Group Draws Closer To Hiring Part-Time Consultant

By Robert Hamilton, Day Staff Writer

New London — Four consulting companies are vying to help the Subase Realignment Coalition keep the Naval Submarine Base in Groton off a federal base-closure list next year. A final choice is expected within weeks.

Coalition Chairman John C. Markowicz said a cursory review showed two of the companies did not fully comply with the request for proposals and will probably be eliminated from the competition for the contract.

“But there are clearly two very well-qualified companies, and of the two, one of them is the low bidder by a significant amount,” Markowicz said.

The consultant will be in charge of monitoring developments in the base-closure process in Washington, D.C., and helping to build a case to keep the Groton base open. The job involves about 40 hours of work a month for the next year, and monthly reports to the coalition.

The base survived the first four rounds of base closures in 1988, '91, '93 and '95, but the 2005 BRAC is expected to cut nearly as much infrastructure as in all the previous rounds combined, so there is some trepidation in any area with a large military presence.

The coalition received proposals from The Spectrum Group and Collins & Co. in Washington, D.C., as well as Boston-based Mintz Levin and Springfield, Va.-based Level Five Technologies.

Markowicz said he and four directors of Southeastern Connecticut Enterprise Region, which is administering the state grant that funds the coalition's efforts, will review the proposals and make a final recommendation to the board in May.

But he said the review is waiting for state funding to be released. The governor has pledged $50,000 immediately and $300,000 more by early next month, but Markowicz said the proposed contract has still not been approved so the money cannot be released.

The coalition had hoped to have a consultant in place by April 1, and no later than May 1, but it now appears it will be mid-May at the earliest before the consultant will begin work.

The Secretary of Defense will issue a list of proposed base closures no later than next May, triggering a review by a yet-to-be-named Base Realignment and Closure Commission, or BRAC commission.

“I think we need at least 12 months of effort,” Markowicz said. “If we go beyond May 15, we start to slip on the schedule.”

The coalition also decided to request that the four chambers of commerce in southeastern Connecticut jointly host a public forum on the base-closure process. There, coalition members will outline the process, detail what the group has already done and lay out what remains to be done.

The group split on the question of a public forum, with some of the members complaining that a public forum might create even more unease and discourage economic development in the region. Another faction lobbied to keep the public informed.

“It is serious, and that's why there's palpable concern in the community,” said Markowicz, who expects that the forum will be scheduled in about two or three months.

The group said it would also renew its request to the Navy locally for economic information about the base. The group had asked for information such as local payrolls and number of employees at each of the Navy commands at the base, to begin preparing an argument for the economic impact that a closing would have.

Locally, however, the Navy operates under strict guidelines governing the BRAC process, and all information requests have to be passed up the chain of command for review.

If the base cannot provide the information, Markowicz said, the next step would be to have members of the local congressional delegation request the information from the Navy secretary.
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