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Bucking White House, House votes to delay base closings 

By David Hess, CongressDaily
Breaking with a decision this week by the Senate, the House voted today to oppose the Bush administration's effort to proceed next year with a new round of military base closings. 

The vote came on an amendment by Reps. Mark Kennedy, R-Minn., and Vic Snyder, D-Ark., to strip from the fiscal 2005 defense authorization bill a provision calling for a two-year delay of the 2005 base realignment and closure round. The White House raised a veto possibility of the entire $447 billion authorization bill if the BRAC language remained in the measure. The House voted, 259-162, to retain the two-year delay in the bill, with 103 Republicans and 155 Democrats, along with the House's lone independent, voting against the president's position. 

Base closure supporters argued that the long-term savings would free up billions of dollars that could be used for high-priority modernization purposes. 

"We need more beans and bullets for our soldiers and sailors," said Rep. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., "not someone standing useless guard duty outside an empty, unneeded building that should have been closed long ago." 

He said two base closures in his district during the first BRAC round had spawned multimillion dollar civilian redevelopment projects that produced more local jobs than the bases had provided. 

BRAC opponents argued that the costs of closing bases would exceed the actual savings from shutting them down. "It's the wrong time now, when we're at war, to close bases," said Rep. Jo Ann Davis, R-Va. She said it would cost $10 billion or more to close them at a time when that money could be used to help pay for the war in Iraq and Afghanistan. She added that no savings from the closures would be seen until 2011 and later. 

Other opponents said further base closures should await completion of the Pentagon's forthcoming Global Posture Review to determine how the military should be reconfigured over the next several years. "Until we get our global strategy and footprint settled," said Rep. John Murtha, D-Pa., "we shouldn't be closing bases that we might need later." 

The House adopted an amendment, 308-114, offered by Rep. Curt Weldon, R-Pa., to authorize destruction of the Abu Ghraib prison, the Baghdad lockup where Iraqi detainees were allegedly abused by U.S. forces. 

The House adopted 410-0 an amendment by Armed Services ranking member Ike Skelton, D-Mo., that calls for new Defense Department guidelines for dealing with sexual assaults against military personnel. 

May 21, 2004

Senate leader postpones vote on budget resolution 

By Peter Cohn, CongressDaily
Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, R-Tenn., Thursday postponed consideration of the fiscal 2005 budget resolution until after the Memorial Day recess, avoiding almost certain defeat on the same day President Bush visited Capitol Hill to rally the GOP Conference behind his agenda. 

"It is premature to bring it to a vote tonight. I've been working hard with my colleagues -- talking to Republicans and Democrats, and I don't want to shut the door by forcing people to vote" on the resolution, Frist said. "I would expect we would bring it to a vote at some point. If I didn't have some options open, I might bring it to a vote and let the chips fall where they may." 

Frist's move headed off the possibility of a second embarrassing White House defeat, after the House defied a veto threat Thursday and voted to retain a two-year delay of the next round of military base closings as part of the defense authorization measure. 

Frist and Budget Committee Chairman Don Nickles, R-Okla., have been unable to win support from at least two holdout Republicans they need to pass the budget blueprint. 

Four GOP moderates -- John McCain of Arizona, Susan Collins and Olympia Snowe of Maine and Lincoln Chafee of Rhode Island -- all have said they oppose the budget resolution because it exempts the $27.5 billion cost of extending three tax cuts that expire this year. 

Extending the three tax cuts -- the $1,000-per-child tax credit, standard deduction for married couples and expanded 10 percent tax bracket -- are top legislative priorities for congressional Republican leaders and the White House. The budget resolution would provide important procedural protections to ease their passage. 

Aides in both chambers said House GOP leaders inflamed the situation and firmed up Senate opposition by making comments critical of the four GOP holdouts. 

"We need to pull together as a party and not leave a poor taste in anyone's mouth," a Senate GOP aide said, adding that it was better to bring the budget to the floor "after tempers cooled." 

House Majority Leader Tom DeLay, R-Texas, told reporters Wednesday that "three or four" Senate Republicans were blocking "tax relief for the American people," while House Speaker Dennis Hastert, R-Ill., criticized McCain by name when asked about the latter's recent critical comments on passing tax cuts during wartime. 

A Senate Democratic aide said the chamber's failure to approve the budget resolution "shows that the Tom DeLay tactics of bullying, bribery and bombast just don't work in the Senate." 

Meanwhile, the House planned to forge ahead with the fiscal 2005 appropriations process after the Memorial Day recess, as the House "deemed" the budget resolution's discretionary spending limit as part of the rule for floor debate Wednesday. The House approved the budget plan on a 216-213 vote later that night. 

House Appropriations Committee Chairman Bill Young, R-Fla., met Thursday with Hastert and said he would hold at least three subcommittee markups the week after the recess. 

Young said the Interior spending bill would be considered that week, and the Homeland Security, Military Construction, Legislative Branch and Defense bills also were possibilities. 

He said he had planned to move the Defense bill first. But with Bush's request for an additional $25 billion in fiscal 2005 funds for Iraq and Afghanistan, the panel might take more time to consider it. 

"We're behind schedule," Young said. "We have to do something every day. We can't afford to lose a day without some appropriations action." 

An aide added if House GOP leaders brought a budget enforcement bill to the floor as promised, the appropriations process probably would stop temporarily, as Young and other panel leaders focused on that measure. House conservatives want to impose tough restrictions on appropriators through the enforcement legislation. 

It could be slightly trickier for Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Ted Stevens, R-Alaska, who said Thursday he still held out hope for a budget resolution. He said options were available for starting the process in that chamber in the event the budget resolution is not adopted. "It makes it harder, but there are ways to do it," he said. 

Miami Herald
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House Defies Bush On Closing More Bases

The House of Representatives passed a $422 billion defense bill. And, defying a veto threat, lawmakers voted to delay any future base closings.

By Sumana Chatterjee

WASHINGTON - The House of Representatives overwhelmingly passed a $422 billion defense bill Thursday that would include more money for fighting in Iraq, expand current troop levels and protect military bases from closure for at least three years.

The vote was 391 to 34.

While the Bush administration urgently wants the defense bill, the White House has threatened a veto if it retains a provision to delay further military-base closings until after 2007. The Bush administration wants to begin closing more bases next year to free up money for other military priorities. The House ignored the veto threat and voted 259 to 162 against the White House position.

Supporters of the delay question whether the White House would veto the bill. They are concentrating on gaining support in the Senate, which is weighing a similar measure authorizing spending levels and policies for the Pentagon. The Senate version does not include terms delaying base closures, but such terms could be added by amendment.

The House version also includes $25 billion that the administration requested urgently for operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. The administration intends to ask Congress for another $40 billion to $60 billion for Iraq early next year. Congress has already given $166 billion.

Lawmakers also mandated that the Defense Department add 10,000 Army soldiers and 3,000 Marines each year for the next three years. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld is against the mandate, even though Army Chief of Staff Gen. Peter Schoomaker has said that the Army needs 10 new fighting brigades in the next three years.

The House bill also includes:

*A 3.5 percent across-the-board pay increase and hikes in hazardous pay and separation allowances. It also would increase survivor benefits and housing allowances.

*Line-items added for equipment such as tanks, armor and munitions that the armed services said they need but that were not part of the administration's official request to Congress in February. The White House objects to the line-item additions.

Republicans successfully fought back a Democratic effort to call for a select congressional committee to investigate the prisoner abuse issue in Iraq. Democrats lost 224-202.

The House adopted by voice vote an amendment calling for the administration to reach an agreement with the new Iraq government expected to be formed on June 30 to pay for its own needs.

Wall Street Journal--Editorial
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Base Motives

The war on terror isn't cheap -- $422.2 billion next year, to be precise. That's the amount budgeted for defense in the bill passed by the House yesterday and expected to sail through the Senate shortly.

Given the sums involved -- not to mention the American lives at stake -- you'd think Members of Congress would welcome some offsetting efficiencies. Instead, the majority appear only too happy to spend more on military bases that are little more than domestic pork barrel.

Consider yesterday's House vote on an amendment that would delay by two years the next round of domestic base closings scheduled for May 2005. This comes on the heels of a Senate vote Tuesday narrowly defeating a similar proposal. We know this is an election year. But with U.S. forces in need of more armor and Humvees, we naively thought that Members might put their own parochial needs second just this once.

One of Congress's finer moments was the post-Cold War creation of an independent commission to take politics out of decisions regarding domestic military bases. The process was dubbed BRAC -- for base realignment and closure -- and it worked just as its designer, former House Majority Leader Dick Armey, advertised.

The Pentagon submitted a list of installations it considered superfluous, and the commission was required to accept or reject it without changes. The process provided instant political cover for Members under pressure from constituents to keep unneeded military installations in their home districts. There have been four rounds of BRAC closings to date, with savings of more than $17 billion through 2001 and annual recurring savings of $7 billion a year after that.

But there's still a lot of fat to trim. In a March report, the Pentagon points to a 24% excess in domestic infrastructure -- an estimate it calls "conservative." If the closures result in a reduction of only 20% capacity, the Pentagon could save $5 billion in 2011 and $8 billion a year after that. As a doughty band of Members led by Minnesota Republican Mark Kennedy pointed out, those savings could modernize a lot of weaponry and improve the quality of life for thousands of soldiers.

The fight to preserve white elephants is a bipartisan impulse. In the House, Colorado Republican Joel Hefley and Texas Democrat Solomon Ortiz led the campaign to postpone the closings. The vote was 259-162, including 103 Republicans. Senate pork leaders included Mississippi Republican Trent Lott and North Dakota Democrat Byron Dorgan. Twenty-one Republicans voted for delay.

BRAC's history teaches that lawmakers' fears that base closings will hurt their local economies are greatly exaggerated. Of the 97 counties that have seen base closings since 1988, only three have unemployment rates higher that when the bases were open.

Many communities have turned base closures into economic opportunities. Mather Air Force Base, closed in 1993, is now an air cargo hub for central California. Charleston Naval Base, shut down in 1996, has become a major maritime industrial facility providing 4,500 new jobs in South Carolina. Fitzsimons Army Medical Center, closed in 1999, is now part of the University of Colorado and is expected to create more than 34,000 jobs by 2010.

The military and private sector have shown they can adapt to changing times and prosper. Congress, alas, stays the same.

Atlanta Journal and Constitution
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Feds' Plan May Keep Fort Gordon Open

By Bob Kemper, Cox Washington Bureau

Washington -- The federal government threw a potential $230 million life preserver to Augusta's Fort Gordon on Wednesday with the announcement that it plans to expand and update the base's security operations center, making it increasingly unlikely that the fort would be targeted in next year's round of base closings.

The expansion of the Gordon Regional Security Operations Center, which monitors and translates elec- tronically intercepted intelligence for the military, would begin in 2006. By its completion in 2012, the new facility is expected to have added 500 to 750 jobs at the base, which with a payroll of 17,000 is already the Augusta area's largest employer, officials said.

"I don't think this makes it immune from [the base closing process], but it certainly helps," said Joan Kirchner, spokeswoman for Sen. Zell Miller (D-Ga.).

Sen. Saxby Chambliss (R-Ga.) said in a statement that the new facility "is not only an investment in anti-terrorism and improved national security; it is an investment in the future of Fort Gordon."

Though the U.S. intelligence community has focused on increasing its investment in human intelligence around the world since the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the National Security Agency's decision to invest $230 million in the Fort Gordon facility indicates that it remains committed to investing heavily in electronic intelligence gathering as part of the post-9/11 war on terrorism.

The Defense Department has two other regional security offices monitoring information from satellites and other sources, one in Texas and one in Hawaii, but both will funnel their information through Fort Gordon's facility, congressional officials said.

Fort Gordon's fate is by no means certain. No money has yet been allocated for the construction of the facility and the debate over the federal government's 2006 budget will be going on at the same time that the Base Realignment and Closure Commission is deciding which bases to close.

The Pentagon wants to cut its base capacity by 25 percent next year in hopes of generating $6.5 billion in savings by 2011.

Georgia has 13 military installations. After surviving four rounds of base closings since 1988 without losing a single facility, state officials are worried that those bases will make tempting targets next year.

In addition to Fort Gordon, Moody Air Force Base near Valdosta and the Marine Corps Logistics Base in Albany have been mentioned as vulnerable.

"We have been working on this project for years and it is great news that the National Security Agency has seen fit to fund this vital project," Miller said. "Having a state-of-the-art facility for our intelligence gatherers is absolutely critical to our success in the war against terrorism."

Augusta area officials planning a $2 million lobbying effort to save Fort Gordon from being closed could not be reached for comment late Wednesday.

Atlanta Journal and Constitution
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Community Supports Keeping Its Forts Open

By Kay S. Pedrotti, For the Journal-Constitution

Community support continues to grow for keeping Fort McPherson and Fort Gillem open through the next round of military base-changing. About $50,000 has been contributed to the work of the Save the Forts Foundation through the Clayton County Chamber of Commerce.

Foundation board member Grant Wainscott, a vice president of the chamber, said at a recent news conference that "everything's fair game" in the 2005 process of "Base Realignment and Closure." The two Atlanta-area installations, and most of Georgia's bases, have "emerged unscathed" from the last several closure hearings, but this time, community leaders will have to make a strong case for the significance of the bases, both in military and economic terms, Wainscott added.

Donations from BellSouth, the city of Morrow, the Clayton County Board of Commissioners and Henry County Commission totaling more than $21,000, were celebrated during the news event. Among the speakers were Morrow Mayor Jim Millirons, Clayton Commissioner Carl Rhodenizer, Henry Commission Chairman Leland Maddox and U.S. Rep. David Scott (D-Atlanta).

Scott said the foundation and other government and business leaders must be proactive in "moving forward to make them [the forts ] even bigger players" in military activities and homeland security. Scott's office has attached a high priority, he said, to gathering information that will speak to the "multiplicity of values" of the bases. It's accepted that the bases are important and will be more so, Scott added, "and we cannot and will not lose that."

BellSouth's Pete Meadows said, "You can't really put a number [value] on base closings," but the 11,000 forts-related jobs represent many more BellSouth customers who deserve the company's support. Wainscott said the $671 million payroll value of the bases stands "without a multiplier," but the actual economic value to the metro area can be more than twice that amount.

Tom Salter, foundation chairman, commended all donors to the cause and praised director Fred Bryant and Wainscott.

Previous contributors included the cities of Forest Park, Lake City and Lovejoy, and several businesses and individuals. The foundation also received a $13,500 study grant from the Georgia Military Affairs Coordinating Committee.

Millirons said he is "unrelenting and totally committed" to supporting the U.S. military in current actions and feels that the local forts are vital to troop efforts in Iraq and around the world.

"Our way of life is sacred," said Millirons, "but our survival is everything."

Pensacola News Journal
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Whiting To Get More Funds

Senator predicts base won’t close in 2005

By Carmen Paige

U.S. Sen. Bill Nelson announced additional funding requests for Whiting Field Naval Air Station Friday and predicted that the Milton base will not be affected if base closures occur in 2005.

Nelson, D-Florida, said he added $24 million to the defense authorization bill for four turbo prop T-6A Texan II aircraft for Whiting Field before 2005. The base already is scheduled to get 24 of the training planes in 2008.

``I want to get them here a little early,'' said Nelson, a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee. ``I won't have trouble on the floor of the Senate. We just have to protect it on the floor of the House to make sure no one monkeys with it.''

Whiting boosters are worried that the Air Force, which already has purchased the new training planes, might be able to take the joint training mission from the Florida base and move it to its own installations.

Nelson's announcement was good news for Whiting, said Paul D. Nelson, the base's media officer.

``It will make a big impact in modernizing and improving training capabilities,'' he said. ``They are a faster aircraft, can fly higher and have ejection seats.

``Right now, if an aircraft goes down, the pilot and student have to bail out. In the T-6, they would have an ejection seat, which would alleviate that problem.''

Nelson plans to continue to try to delay the Base Realignment and Closure process for 2005. The House has approved delaying base closings. The Senate will vote after Memorial Day.

``We feel like, unfortunately, there will be a BRAC '05,'' said Don Salter, chairman of the Santa Rosa County Commission. ``We prefer to delay it until 2007.''

Salter said it is going to be important to have U.S. Rep. Jeff Miller, R-Chumuckla, and Nelson very engaged in the county's military issues, noting both have been supportive.

``If BRAC '05 goes forward, everything the county has done as far as purchasing land around Whiting Field to prevent encroachment will be a plus for us,'' he said.

``We have to convince the Navy the value of Whiting Field has not been lessened but increased because we have not allowed encroachment around Whiting and its outlying fields.''

Federal Times
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Spotlight: Ray DuBois, Defense Department

Base Realignment: New Approach To Delicate Task

By David Phinney

Ray DuBois faces one of the most politically charged tasks in Washington — recommending which military bases around the country should be closed or put to a different use.

The perilous mission requires delicate handling of turf wars among generals and vigilant lawmakers intent on saving jobs in their districts and states, and a careful analysis of the 600,000 military structures valued at $600 billion to decide what should be shut down and what should be remade for better use.

Previous base-closure efforts, known as base realignment and closure, or BRAC, began in the 1990s after the end of the Cold War. Four closure rounds shuttered 97 major military installations and 352 smaller ones across the country. But Congress and the Clinton White House brought the process to a screeching halt in 1995.

Now BRAC is embraced by the Bush White House as it pushes for cost-cutting efficiencies and by Pentagon officials who aim to transform the military into a more flexible fighting machine more reliant on information than heavy armor. DuBois, as the deputy undersecretary of Defense for installations and environment, has the reins to the effort. He hopes this BRAC will be different from base closings of the past by encouraging the military services to share resources and technology, and take greater advantage of what may be available in the private sector.

“It’s not your father’s BRAC anymore,” DuBois said during an interview at his Pentagon office. “Closure is not necessarily the operative word — it is realignment. We’ll be moving assets from one base to another. There will certainly be closures, but there may be a lot more realignment than we have anticipated.”

As part of Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s inner circle, DuBois talks in glowing terms of his Pentagon boss, whom he first served with 27 years ago when Rumsfeld was Defense secretary under President Ford.

“This building, this department, is really driven by force of personality,” DuBois said. “Very few have the dynamic executive personality that Donald Rumsfeld has.”

Trim and graying, the 57-year-old DuBois boasts of being the only one at the Pentagon to serve on Rumsfeld’s staff for a second time. When George Bush moved into the White House in 2001, DuBois, a who served in the Vietnam War as an Army sergeant and graduated from Princeton University, joined Rumsfeld in the transition.

Sense of mission
In the early months, DuBois found many of the same ongoing tensions between civilians and military, reserve and active duty, and the secretary’s staff and the Joint Chiefs that he had witnessed decades before. That all changed Sept. 11, 2001.

Suddenly, the Pentagon entered a new world and faced a new enemy.

“It didn’t matter anymore if you wore a uniform or you wore a pin stripe, whether you were a career person, a political appointee or a military person,” DuBois recalled. “Everyone was working 80 hours a week, and there was a renewed sense of mission and teamwork.”

Teamwork is what DuBois now is pushing for in the BRAC process. In the past, the Defense Department relied on the military services to choose candidates for closure and realignment because they controlled the assets being scrubbed. The secretary weighed in only during the last weeks before delivering a list of recommendations to a commission, which prepared the final list that went to Congress. This time, DuBois took Rumsfeld’s lead and carefully prodded the services to work together in a more focused, joint approach for a proposal due in Congress no later than May 16, 2005.

“From Day One, the secretary is managing this,” DuBois said. “That’s the management difference.”

An executive council chaired by DuBois and including the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the three service secretaries and the undersecretary of acquisition will regularly meet to discuss issues of common concern. The individual services will have greater sway over installations that provide services specific to its needs, but installations that are similar throughout Defense will be analyzed collectively.

Jointness
Seven joint-service groups focusing on specific issues will also be pitching in for those collective decisions as they share assets and ideas about areas that embrace similar functions, including education and training, industrial affairs, logistics, shipyards, medicine, intelligence, and technical laboratories.

“Why should every service have its warehouses and its own distribution and its own information systems that control inventory?” DuBois asks. “Look at the way Wal-Mart works and let’s see if we can apply those disciplines, technologies and management skills to a more jointly managed supply and storage distribution process.”

DuBois poses more questions than answers about these discussions, but the questions reflect a predisposition for integrating the services with an eye on what the private sector can provide.

“When you do a BRAC, you cannot just look at what the military services own in terms of assets, you have to look at what can be done in the private sector,” he said. “You don’t necessarily want to duplicate things.”

With letters, Rumsfeld 'manages from his outbox'
This is the second time Ray DuBois has worked for Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. DuBois was hired 30 years ago for a Pentagon job as a special assistant by James Schlesinger, but President Ford replaced Schlesinger with Rumsfeld soon after being sworn in.

DuBois offered a few thoughts on Rumsfeld’s management of the Pentagon:

"Rumsfeld uses the metaphor of the outbox and the inbox. You can be managed by an organization and your inbox, or you can manage the organization with your outbox. He manages this place from his outbox with what we call snowflakes — a two-liner letter which he dictates and signs and is always asking questions, or saying, 'I need to know the answer to this,' or, 'Why did this happen?' or 'Can you find out if...?'

"It’s his way of not only feeding his imaginative management thinking, but also his way to push issues into his staff.... He also knows when someone gets a snowflake, some trees are going to be shaken and it sends a signal to the staff about what’s important to the secretary.

"It's an interesting way to heave thoughts into this very, very large organization. It forces people to think about those thoughts and also signals a disappointment in what he has seen in an area without directly criticizing an undersecretary or individual. It is a very direct, but not accusatory, way to ask them to think through an issue once again -- and it turns out to be quite effective."

In Profile
On base realignment and closure: “I have sat down and talked with every chief of staff [of the military services] and asked them, ‘What does BRAC mean to you?’ Every single one of those chiefs said we need base realignment and closure to support the transformational objectives. As one chief put it, you can’t transform the military and fighting force structure unless you transform at the same time the infrastructure.”

Advice to young people entering government service: “When given an opportunity to serve, take advantage of it, because that opportunity might not come again. Don’t be afraid of it when you are young because you will have this experience that you will always remember.”

Viewing his mission: “My mentor here 25 years ago was a man named Doc Cook, and I have his position today. He served until the age of 82. The organization had grown up around him and reflected his style for 30 years. He believed strongly in the constitutional provision of civilian control over the military and knew his job was to do everything to support the decision cycle of the man called the secretary of Defense. I took that as my keynote and will always work to support that constitutional provision.”

Congressional Quarterly Weekly
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Base Closure Dispute Diverts Defense Authorization’s Path

By Niels C. Sorrells and John M. Donnelly, CQ Staff

The Bush administration and its allies at the Capitol had hoped they had put congressional ambivalence about closing additional military bases behind them three years ago, when lawmakers settled on a compromise that ordered the next round of closures but postponed the day of reckoning until 2005, right after this year’s election.

But the issues of when or even if to take on more base realignments and closures — referred to in the military and in Congress by the acronym BRAC — never really went away. Opponents, including many lawmakers who worry about the potential loss of jobs, never stopped arguing that they have not been given a chance to cast an up-or-down vote on whether the next round of closures should proceed. In the past three years years, these critics have tried to modify or delay the base closing plan, but they have never built up the critical mass to force a change in the law (PL 107-107) that mandates the closing of more bases next year. (Background, CQ Weekly, p. 647; 2001 Almanac, p. 7-3)
For some lawmakers, that day now may be coming into view. The fiscal 2005 defense authorization bill written by the House Armed Services Committee (HR 4200) would effectively delay the base closures by two years, until 2007. And on May 20, the House soundly rejected, 162-259, an amendment that would have scratched the delaying language from the bill and kept base closings on their current schedule. Among those voting in support of the delay — even after the language drew an explicit veto threat from the White House — were 103 Republicans, or 45 percent of the caucus, a rare instance of parochial political considerations triumphing over House GOP loyalty to the president. (House Vote 200, p. 1246)
A few hours later, the House passed the $447.2 billion defense authorization bill, 391-34. (House Vote 206, p. 1248)
How that version of the legislation will line up with the Senate version — on base closings, troop levels and several other top-tier issues — will remain a mystery until Congress returns from its Memorial Day recess on June 1. After a week of mostly desultory debate, Majority Leader Bill Frist, R-Tenn., set aside the Senate’s defense bill (S 2400) from the floor temporarily and said he would not arrange for the debate to resume until after the Senate debates a Republican-priority bill (S 2062) that would make it more difficult to press class action lawsuits. (Class action, p. 1213)
The initial deliberations in the Senate bogged down in large measure because members of the Armed Services Committee, who drafted the bill and generally take the lead in managing the debate, were distracted by the additional hearings and briefings on the prison abuses in Iraq arranged by Chairman John W. Warner, R-Va. But by the time the debate resumes — probably later in the week of May 31, on the assumption that the class action bill will stall — senators will have had several additional days to search for compromises on troop levels, authorization for extra funds to finance the military’s continued presence in Iraq, the cleanup of military nuclear waste and perhaps base closings. (Warner, p. 1196)
At this point, the two versions of the bill are at cross purposes on BRAC: The House would delay the process, the Senate would not. In the Senate’s only vote on the issue so far, on May 18 senators voted, 47-49, to reject an amendment by Trent Lott, R-Miss., that would have scrapped the next base closure round altogether. (Senate Vote 98, p. 1250)
Lott may return with a new amendment that would call for a delay, not an abandonment, of the process. Mirroring the House’s approach could make the language more appealing in the Senate than his first, all-or-nothing proposal. But even if Lott prevails on a second try, the effort faces an uphill climb.

The arithmetic of the House suggests that any defiance of President Bush over base closings might not be able to last beyond a conference, if the effort gets that far. While 259 lawmakers voted in support of the delay, a significantly larger number — a two-thirds majority, or 290 if every House member votes — would be needed to override a veto. If the Senate passes a defense bill that protects the coming round of base closures, House conferees might be pressed hard to back down, giving Bush his way on the issue. But equally plausible — during an election year in which lawmakers are concerned about the war in Iraq and constituents are worried about their jobs — is a scenario in which House conferees do not back down, Congress clears a bill that would alter the closure schedule, and Bush is forced to decide whether to use the first veto of his presidency to try and keep the closures on course.

Possible Election Issue
For now, base closure opponents in the House are reveling in their victory, gauging the administration’s resolve and plotting their endgame.

“I think the president would be insane if he vetoed the defense bill in a time of war based upon differences on base closure,” said Joel Hefley, R-Colo., chairman of the House Armed Services Readiness Subcommittee and author of the successful provision.

Later, he tempered his statement: “I don’t want to goad the president into a position where he has to veto it,” he said, adding that he will start meetings with the White House to see if there is any room for negotiation. The White House says closing unneeded bases will produce billions of dollars in savings that can be used to modernize equipment for battlefield troops.

Senate opponents of base closing hope that language to delay, rather than stop, the closings could garner a majority. They also note that four senators — Jim Bunning, R-Ky., Daniel K. Inouye, D-Hawaii, John Kerry, D-Mass., and Frank R. Lautenberg, D-N.J. — missed the vote on Lott’s amendment and so have not yet taken any firm position on the question.

Bunning offered an amendment in 2001 to block base closures, but he now says he supports the administration’s plan. Kerry, the all-but-certain Democratic presidential candidate this year, has said base closures should be delayed. If he chooses to take a high-profile stand on the question — immediately elevating the issue to national prominence by making it part of his campaign to deny Bush a second term — that might prompt fellow Democrats Inouye and Lautenberg to take Kerry’s side.

“I do see it as a presidential issue,” said Gene Taylor, D-Miss., who nearly brought the House to a standstill in 2001 when he tried to force a vote to block base closures. Mimicking and mocking a possible presidential pitch, he wonders how voters would respond to the message: “Re-elect me and I might just close your bases.”

Base closure advocates say such approaches are not worthy of the larger debate on national defense and budget priorities. “We are at war, and it’s time for this Congress to treat the defense bill as a military bill and not a jobs bill,” Rep. Mark Steven Kirk, R-Ill., said during the floor debate.

But opponents say their argument is not so parochial. Hefley says he would support base closures — but only after a more thorough debate on long-term military needs. He and Lott would prefer that the Pentagon focus on realigning overseas facilities before it turns its focus on domestic bases.

The Pentagon has not helped its case by presenting base closure criteria that many legislators find arbitrary. During a House Armed Services Committee hearing in March, Heather A. Wilson, R-N.M., compared the standards to drawing cards randomly from a deck. Members also have accused the Pentagon of ignoring their questions about the process. Even Pentagon officials have spoken of logistical hurdles should they have to move overseas-based troops back home, where their domestic bases may have been shuttered.

Opponents also argue that the Pentagon’s descriptions of savings are illusory since the Pentagon must initially spend money to shut down and clean up a facility before its title can be transferred and savings realized. What good is pulling jobs out of a community, they argue, if the potential rewards might not materialize until years later?

A Full Plate
When the Senate returns to the bill, it will have a full plate of proposals to consider. Amendments that await debate include one to boost troop levels to relieve the overstretched armed forces; multiple initiatives for assisting National Guard members and military reservists; and an effort to strip from the bill language that would authorize the cleanup of a Department of Energy facility in South Carolina — a provision that effectively brought the Senate to a standstill on May 20, the fourth day of the debate.

Depending on the course of the fast-shifting developments in Iraq — and in the prisoner abuse scandal — more amendments written by Democrats could be in the offing, Minority Whip Harry Reid, D-Nev., said when the debate was put on hold May 21.

In addition, the Senate still has to consider the administration’s request for an authorization for a $25 billion supplemental for ongoing operations in Iraq. (CQ Weekly, p. 1163)
The House bill contains authorization for a $25 billion war fund that Bush has requested to pay for operations in Iraq and Afghanistan during the first months of fiscal 2005, along with specific and detailed conditions on how the money should be spent. In the Senate, lawmakers are working on an authorizing amendment. Senators and aides say they are willing to give the president some flexibility to shift funds between accounts but will not relinquish congressional control over most of the spending authority.

In a reflection of growing concern over the increased strain on the armed forces and reserves because of the war, the House bill also would mandate the expansion of the regular military by 30,000 Army soldiers and 9,000 Marines over the next three years. The Senate is expected to debate a similar amendment. The administration, which has temporarily added 30,000 soldiers to its Iraq force, opposes any permanent increase in overall troop strength.

Also, Senate Armed Services Committee member Edward M. Kennedy, D-Mass., will offer an amendment that would call on the administration to detail the aid that other countries will contribute to the force in Iraq; explain how training of Iraqi military and police forces is progressing; require the administration to estimate the number of U.S. military personnel who will be able to return home and when; and require estimates of the number of U.S. military personnel who will be in Iraq in each of the next five years.

Conference Outlook
Assuming the Senate can work its way through those issues, several legislators say they can see a fairly easy conference. Several customary deal-breakers — such as language to boost benefits for disabled military retirees or require the Pentagon to buy U.S.-made goods — have not come up so far this year, helping to transform the base closure debate into the only top-tier issue of genuine controversy on the bill.

Personal chemistry may also play a role before the conference can get under way. House Armed Services Chairman Duncan Hunter, R-Calif., has taken several recent swipes at Warner, his Senate counterpart, for holding so many hearings on prisoner abuse. At a May 21 hearing of his committee, Hunter urged Warner’s panel to “turn away from this prison mess and get on with the work of maintaining our military.”

The two have had a testy relationship since Hunter took his gavel last year. During negotiations on the fiscal 2004 defense authorization law (PL 108-136) the two went for extended periods without seeing one another, so aggravated was Warner at Hunter’s insistence that the measure contain a provision to force the Pentagon to buy only U.S.-manufactured products.

But other committee members say they are not worried that the personal discord will be fatal to an eventual deal, since both chairmen take enormous pride in moving their annual measure. Doing without an authorization bill, they note, would erode the power of two panels that already feel as though they are playing second fiddle to the whims of the House and Senate Appropriations committees.

“They’re very strong-willed people,” said Taylor. “Last year, there was that made-in-America issue, but they made it through that somehow.”

Senate, House Votes
The Senate had three roll call votes on the defense bill, aside from the Lott amendment, before debate was halted.

On May 17, the Senate adopted, 82-0, an amendment that would authorize medical and dental care for Reserve Officer Training Corps participants who become injured or ill in the line of duty and would also extend disability coverage to service academy cadets and midshipmen. (Senate Vote 95, p. 1250)
Two days later, the Senate rejected, 37-62, an amendment by Jon Kyl, R-Ariz., that would have expressed the sense of the Senate that Congress should impose taxes of up to 200 percent on the “excess fees” earned by plaintiffs’ lawyers in the wave of tobacco litigation in the late 1990s. Kyl said he would want to claim about $9 billion in the revenue that might have been generated to spend at the Pentagon on armoring vehicles, procuring drones, buying body armor and more. (Senate Vote 100, p. 1251; tobacco, p. 1212)
Later that day, the Senate rejected, 49-50, an amendment that would have revised a 1977 law (PL 95-223) that prohibiting U.S. firms from doing business with states that sponsor terrorism. The language, by Lautenberg, was designed to block companies from maneuvering around the law by using foreign subsidiaries to conduct business with countries such as Iran. (Senate Vote 101, p. 1251)
“I want everybody to remember that this vote that was just taken said it’s all right to do business with Iran,” Lautenberg shouted on the Senate floor after the vote. “Look at the list of the dead and missing and see whether it’s all right to vote for companies that sell to Iran.”

In the House, the amendments that garnered roll call votes also reflected the many facets of defense policy.

Lawmakers adopted, 231-191, an amendment offered by Virgil H. Goode Jr., R-Va., that would allow members of the armed services to assist the Homeland Security Department with border protection. Democrats opposed the amendment, arguing it would unnecessarily strain the military. (House Vote 196, p. 1244)
The House rejected, 202-221, an amendment by Susan A. Davis, D-Calif., that would have allowed female service members stationed overseas to obtain abortions at military hospitals as long as they paid for them. (House Vote 197, p. 1244)
A Hunter amendment to condemn prisoner abuse at Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison and Afghanistan was adopted, 416-4, but only after Democrats argued the proposal would be better if it called for a full investigation into the charges. Henry A. Waxman, D-Calif., later offered a motion to recommit the bill so that language to authorize such an investigation could be added. The motion failed, 202-224. (House votes 199, 205; pp. 1246, 1248)
The House also voted, 308-114, to urge the Pentagon to raze the Abu Ghraib prison, where some of the worst prisoner abuses occurred. Opponents said the Iraqi people, and not the Pentagon, should decide the prison’s fate. (House Vote 201, p. 1246)
Democrats unsuccessfully sought to shift $36.6 million from research programs designed to develop nuclear weapons that could destroy buried targets and spend the money instead on conventional “bunker busters.” They argued that the money in the bill would be wasted, since many potential targets are in urban areas where the United States would never use a nuclear weapon. But Republicans countered that the United States needs to pursue all weapons programs if it is to maintain a credible deterrence for its enemies. The amendment was rejected, 204-214. (House Vote 203, p. 1246)
By 290-132, the House adopted an amendment that would authorize a Pentagon training program for the Taiwanese military. (House Vote 204, p. 1248)
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Governor Can't Avoid Issue Of BRAC

Perdue promises to tout Benning's merits all the way to White House

By Mick Walsh, Staff Writer

Gov. Sonny Perdue spent almost two hours touring Fort Benning Monday, and not once was the subject of the Base Realignment and Closure discussed.

At least in so many words.

"We didn't talk about BRAC," said Brig. Gen. Ben Freakley, the Fort Benning commander and Perdue's host during the governor's visit.

Perdue said the two talked about "outside the fence" matters, such as education, road improvements and tax and tuition breaks for soldiers.

But as Perdue and his entourage prepared to board their plane for a late day visit to Robins Air Force Base, he did cross the BRAC bridge, if ever so briefly.

"It's inevitable that BRAC should come up," he said. "Admittedly, we have challenges in that area, what with 13 military installations in our state. It's my job to prove the worth of every installation; we don't want to lose any of them."

He then mentioned that Fort Benning had excess capacity, with perhaps enough room to host another brigade of soldiers.

Not just trainees, but one of the Army's new Units of Action, three of which are to be added to the Army inventory this fiscal year.

He also talked of seeing the site where the proposed National Infantry Museum will be built, as well as the new $30 million digital multi-purpose firing range.

"I look forward to telling the Fort Benning story all the way to the Oval Office," he said.

Freakley, the commander of the 182,000 acre post since last summer, said he wasn't really concerned about the base closure issue.

But he did point out to the governor the post's building boom, airport expansion, increase in the number of soldiers receiving basic training, the restructuring of the Army and Benning's $1.9 billion impact on the local community.

"We have more than enough training capacity here and room enough to host another infantry brigade," said Freakley. "In the early '60s, there were two divisions stationed here."

The governor, who earlier in the day toured the Marine Corps Logistics Base in Albany, lunched with 3rd Brigade soldiers, many of whom fought last year in Iraq. Perdue also visited troops with the 36th Engineer Group and stopped at a basic training rifle range.

Today, the governor's military tour concludes with visits to the Navy Supply Corps School in Athens and Fort Gordon in Augusta.
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Military Families Reap New Benefits In Florida

By Garrett Therolf

TALLAHASSEE - Florida moved to shore up its image as a friendly home to military installations Tuesday with the approval of new benefits to troops and their families.

The support includes waivers enabling children of military parents to participate in specialty education programs regardless of residency deadlines, as well as provisions authorizingunemployment benefits for military spouses who lose jobs because of base transfers.

Gov. Jeb Bush signed the package of six bills and acknowledged that some are intended to help keep Florida military bases off the Pentagon's next base realignment and closure list due out next year.

``Today I am signing several pieces of legislation designed to provide support for military families in Florida and to ensure that our communities and military installations continue to buildstrong relationships,'' the governor said.

On hand for the signing was a representative of Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld who said the actions helped the state's standing in the Pentagon.

``More often than not, we find in the Pentagon that Florida sets the example for the nation. Once again we see today that Florida is setting the example that we will use when we work withother states,'' said John M. Molino, deputy undersecretary of defense for military community and family policy.

At stake in the round of closings are changes to the state's military sites, consisting of 21 military bases and three unified commands.

Rumsfeld has said any closings or reconfigurations to the nation's military sites will be done in a way that maximizes war-fighting capability and efficiency, but Bush said he hoped some ofTuesday's actions also would help.

The children of military families will now have primary access to charter schools, magnet schools and advanced placement courses, including many programs that are at full capacity.

Also removed is the one-year residency requirement for the The John M. McKay Scholarships for Students with Disabilities Program, which provides nearly 9,000 Florida students with special needs the opportunity toattend a private school or the public school of their choice.

``We often talk about the sacrifice of the men and women in our military, but their families also pay a price,'' Bush said.

Sen. Mike Fasano, R-New Port Richey, helped lead much of the legislation to passage and said the provision allowing military spouses to seek unemployment benefits addresses ``a terribleinequity.''

``It's only fitting that we finally take these measures for the spouses of our military men and women who must travel from base to base and job to job in support of their loved ones,'' Fasanosaid.

In addition to the benefits the new provisions provide to the state's chances of maintaining its bases, the changes are likely to be touted during campaigns this year, beginning with Tuesday's appearance against the backdrop of soldiers and their families. The package, for example, also mandates that every public school classroom display an American flag, though lawmakers allocated no additional money for complying with the mandate.

In addition to active soldiers, Florida is home to almost 2 million veterans.

MILITARY FRIENDLY
Key provisions of the new state legislation benefiting troops and their families:
*Gives priority enrollment to the children of soldiers to special education programs such as charter schools, magnet schools and advanced placement courses.

*Removes the one-year residency requirement for private school vouchers serving disabled students and others with special needs.

*Revises eligibility for unemployment compensation to include military spouses who terminate their employment to relocate as a result of their military-connected spouse's official orders.

*Requires that every public school classroom fly an American flag.

*Gives tenants the right to display American flags regardless of rental agreement provisions.

*Allows the governor to award a medal honoring any active duty member of the military, veteran or civilian who has performed ``an act of exceptional service.''

*Allows veterans of the Korean War to become eligible to obtain high school diplomas if they dropped out of school to join the military.
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