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Base Closures: Uncertain Future For Inland Bases

By Darrell R. Santschi and Joe Vargo, The Press-Enterprise

BARSTOW--Marine Col. Rob Gerlaugh is calling 2005 "the year of the perfect storm."

The tumult, says the commander of the maintenance depot here, will strike when a glut of battle-scarred gear, deprived of all but modest care by the rush to war in Afghanistan and Iraq, comes flooding to this tiny desert outpost of the Inland Empire.

It comes here, along with a normally heavy repair load, because the only other place the corps can tear down a tank to its frame and put it back in working order is in Georgia.

The Marine Corps Logistics Base, Barstow, is hiring 150 more mechanics to meet the expected crunch, adding a second shift and building new facilities to service the war-weary ordnance.

But 2005 also is the year when a federal commission is scheduled to announce a new round of military base closures and realignments.

The Barstow base, which has been on the Pentagon's official closure list twice in four previous rounds of defense cutbacks, could be one of as many as 150 domestic military bases shut down or scaled back to save $ 6 billion of the Pentagon's $ 401 billion annual budget.

BOON TO BARSTOW
Inland economist John Husing, a longtime observer of economic trends in Riverside and San Bernardino counties, said the Barstow base could be on the Pentagon's hit list next year. Barstow has been targeted in previous base-closure rounds because some officials believe the work could be contracted out to private companies to save money, Husing said.

Shutting the base would be devastating to Barstow.

The logistics center, with 1,349 high-paying civilian jobs - second in Barstow's job market only to nearby Fort Irwin - represents the largest heavy-duty manufacturing operation in the Inland Empire, Husing said. It pumps $ 132.1 million a year into the local economy.

"If we were to lose that base, we would lose a big part of our economic base," Barstow Mayor Lawrence Dale said by phone. "It's a big employer and those are good jobs. We intend to stay on top of the base-closure process and try to save our base."

Patricia Morris, assistant to the Barstow city manager, represents the city on a statewide lobbying group trying to convince the Department of Defense that the Barstow base is essential as the government revamps the military from a Cold War philosophy to readiness to respond to 21st-century wars like those in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The Barstow base was on the chopping block 10 years ago, recalled Rep. Jerry Lewis, R-Redlands, who then represented the base. Lewis persuaded one of the base-closure commissioners at the time, then-Maryland Democratic Rep. Beverly Byron, to see it for herself.

"She was very vocal that she was going to come out here and they were going to shut this place down," said Bill Bokholt, base public affairs officer.

After touring the base, Lewis said, "she saw how important it was and went back and voted to keep it off" the closure list.

SELLING POINTS
The Marines are emphasizing three advantages to the 6,176-acre desert base: climate, diversification and proximity to major freeways, rail lines and the ports of Los Angeles and San Diego. Those three points play to the criteria announced by the Pentagon for determining which bases are too valuable to close.

Maj. Antonio Martinez, director of the base's administration and support department, raves about Barstow's 12 percent average humidity.

"The wonderful thing about being out here in the desert is that you can park something out there and come back three years later, put in new oil, crank it up and you're ready to go," he said. "There's really no degradation."

As an example, small bulldozers - perfect for clearing rubble and rebuilding battle-damaged cities - recently have been pulled out of mothballs and refurbished.

"I used to be stationed in Okinawa," Martinez said. "The biggest enemy was humidity. We were forever under-coating and making sure that exposed metal was painted over. If you left it exposed even for a short period of time, it would start to rust. That doesn't happen out here."

That's why the Marines store 55,000 items, from tanks to cartridge belts, at the Barstow base. Some of that gear is used to re-stock Navy ships positioned in the Mediterranean Sea, at Guam and at Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean.

"If we have a hot spot somewhere in the world, we'll send Marines in and those ships will be there waiting for them," Martinez said.

The Pentagon's criteria for evaluating bases emphasize their capability for joint use with other services. Fortunately for Barstow, the base here is not just for Marines anymore.

Tanks, trucks and other equipment are unloaded from rail cars and moved to and from the Army's National Training Center for desert warfare at nearby Fort Irwin.

Army helicopters have been painted here. The FBI's guns are repaired here. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration uses the base for well, that's classified.

'SUPPORT OF THE SERVICES'
"It has always been our mission that we've done everything we can to support all of the services," said Lt. Col. Charles Hamilton, base executive officer.

The Barstow base even has a fleet of boats, dry-docked in a dirt field near the Yermo gate next to rows of freshly painted anchors. Workmen here overhaul the engines of patrol boats for the Navy and Coast Guard.

Col. Gerlaugh sends repair teams to the rivers of Bahrain and other out-of-the-way places.

With only 246 Marines at his command, the rest of Gerlaugh's 1,600-person repair force is civil service employees. They belong to a union.

Tucked between interstates 15 and 40, the Barstow base is just 18 miles from an airport in Daggett and 35 miles from a regional airport at the former George Air Force Base in Victorville. Most importantly, its railhead - at the convergence of the north-south Union Pacific and east-west Burlington Northern Santa Fe lines - makes the movement of heavy equipment easy, he said.

The Barstow base doubles as a flea market for other countries, including Egypt and Israel, that shop its stock of Jeeps, tanks and other surplus gear to stock their armies.

'TAKING PRIDE'
For the 23,000 people who call Barstow home, the base is all about jobs paying as much as $ 40 an hour. These are jobs passed down from generation to generation.

"I've been working here a year next month," said Robert Crownover, 21, of Newberry Springs. "My dad is a supervisor. He kind of talked to me about working here, so I did it."

Crownover carries tools and equipment to other workers assembling turrets for M1A1 tanks. No other job he could find in Barstow would pay him close to the $ 16 an hour he makes here.

Half of Crownover's graduating class at nearby Silver Valley High School took jobs at the Marine base.

He thought about joining the corps, but decided against it when his brother failed one of the entrance tests. Working at the base, Crownover said, "makes me think of myself as a civilian Marine."

He doesn't mind the baking conditions in Barstow, where temperatures in June and July routinely top 105 degrees and the annual rainfall is a paltry 3.5inches.

"We need to build the best possible vehicles so they can last as long as possible," he said. "This stuff is going out to the field and Barstow's name will be on it when it does. We want to do the best."

It's a sentiment echoed by Crownover's dad, Donald Crownover, 55, a 20-year Barstow base employee.

The elder Crownover has spent much of his recent time repairing MK48 heavy haulers used by the Marines in Iraq. Several that overturned or were otherwise damaged in combat have made their way to Barstow for repairs.

Three years ago, the repair shop handled three or four vehicles a month. Now it's 12 to 14.

"There's a sense of urgency," Donald Crownover said. "We're trying to be more efficient. Pride is a pretty important part of this job."

A MASSIVE OPERATION
The repair facilities include a welding, paint, sandblasting and undercoating shops, a domed radar-repair facility and a 161-acre test track where newly fixed armored vehicles and tanks must negotiate a torture course that includes steep hills, a chassis-challenging series of bumps, dips and a 15-foot-deep pond.

The M1A1 tank must get up a nearly vertical 60-degree slope before it can be returned to a fighting unit.

The heart of the repair shop is a 1,050-foot-long building where Humvees and light assault vehicles come in shot up and leave shiny and refurbished.

The line also handles routine repair and maintenance on wheeled and tracked vehicles. Typical cost to repair a tank: $ 1.1 million. Time on the line: 140 days. Warranty: One year.

It's a hot and noisy place, where eye and ear protection are a must.

Two massive, 87.5-ton cranes move on their own overhead channel. A walk through the line reveals tanks with their turrets removed and light armored vehicles with engines and transmissions ripped out. Some workers shuttle between work stations on bicycles.

Gary Heidorn, 58, says he considers his job his contribution to America's battle against terrorism.

'8,000-MILE SERVICE CALL'
Earlier this year, Heidorn's work took him to Bahrain and the Philippines, where he and a small contingent from Barstow repaired four patrol craft and 10 motors in 37 days for the Navy and Coast Guard. The 171-foot-long boats, powered by two and sometimes four 4,000-horsepower engines, play an important role in patrolling the Gulf of Bahrain around Iraq.

Heidorn said the repair job meant working 12- and 13-hour days, sometimes in 140-degree heat.

"It was an 8,000-mile service call," said Heidorn, whose mom, dad and sister worked at the Barstow repair facility. "My portion in the war on terror is making sure the boats are running and our guys are safe."

TANKS REPAIRED
Got an M1A1 tank with a rattle under the hood? The Marine Corps Logistics Base Barstow has a special offer. The price includes:

* Rebuilt engine as good as new

* Rebuilt transmission

* Overhaul of laser range finder, thermal imaging unit, image-control unit and gun-positioning sensors

* Inspect and repair fuel system

* Check the hydraulic system

* Replace the gun barrel

* Replace the tracks and track wheels

* Metal inspected for cracks and repaired

* New driver's night-vision enhancement (periscope)

* Rebuild the radio

* Replace antennas

* Sandblast to remove old paint, rust, corrosion and blood

* Complete paint job in choice of desert or jungle camouflage

* Work completed in 140 work days

Warranty: 12 months

Sale price: $ 1.1 million

SOURCE: MARINE CORPS LOGISTICS BASE, BARSTOW MAINTENANCE CENTER
CLOSURE CRITERIA
There are eight criteria to be used in judging which military bases will be closed in the 2005 base-closure round.

* Ability to meet its military purpose, including its compatibility with other services.

* Availability and condition of land, facilities and air space

* Ability to meet future needs for manpower and equipment.

* Cost of operations and manpower implications.

* Extent and timing of potential costs and savings, including the years it will take for savings to exceed costs.

* Economic impact on neighboring communities.

* Ability of communities to support forces, missions and personnel.

* Environmental impact, including cleanup costs.

Marine Corps Logistics Base
The base, where equipment is stored and repaired, is located in two sections between Interstates 15 and 40 just northeast of Barstow. Union Pacific and Burlington Northern Santa Fe railroad lines converge in the area, providing easy access for the rail head serving the Marines and nearby Fort Irwin.
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Wider Mission At Forts Pursued

By Kay S. Pedrotti

U.S. Rep. David Scott says he is actively working not only to keep Fort Gillem and Fort McPherson open, but also to expand their mission.

Scott's comments come amid efforts in Congress to delay the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure procedure, which may affect Fort Gillem and Fort McPherson.

Scott's office released a report that the representative from Clayton County has met with Paul Grone, principal assistant deputy undersecretary for installations and environment in the Defense Department. Grone's office will gather data on military and defense functions to determine which bases are realigned or closed, Scott said.

Despite a Bush administration position that base closing procedures need to move forward regardless of the military action in Iraq, amendments have been made to the defense authorization bill that would delay any closings until 2007. Rob Griner, Scott's media spokesman, said "the language is still in the House bill" for delay, but the wording failed in the Senate and may not survive the conference process to produce the final legislation.

Scott said he expressed "strong opposition" to the 2005 closure plans.

"Considering this intense period of insecurity, including an ongoing war on terrorism . . . this is not an appropriate time to be cutting bases. I will do everything in my power to make sure that Fort McPherson and Fort Gillem are not among the bases closed or realigned," Scott said.

A local organization, Save the Forts Foundation, is working through the Clayton County Chamber of Commerce to prepare data needed to convince base reviewers that the Atlanta-Clayton County forts "are vital to the security and efficient defense of this country, as well as major contributors to the economy and strength of this area," said Tom Salter, foundation chairman.
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N.M. Trio Wants To Stall Base Closures

State's House members vote to postpone decision until 2007

By Miguel Navrot, Journal Staff Writer

New Mexico's congressional delegation is trying to delay next year's military base closing round, despite continuing threats of a presidential veto.

On Thursday, New Mexico's three House members voted to delay the 2005 Base Realignment and Closing round, or BRAC, until 2007. The measure received bipartisan support in the House, and the Senate will consider a similar measure.

The Bush administration, which has pushed another round of base closings since coming into office, has threatened a veto for any delay.

Rep. Tom Udall, D-N.M., doubts whether the proposed delay would survive President Bush's veto threat, calling it "almost impossible."

"The administration is clearly determined to proceed with the existing cycle," Udall said in a prepared statement.

The House-backed delay, part of the $422 billion 2005 defense authorization bill, adds to the base-closing process criteria sought after by Rep. Heather Wilson, R-N.M. If approved, the Defense Department must consider research and testing capabilities of military properties.

Kirtland Air Force Base advocates have backed such a proposal.

Also included in the House bill is an increase in the number of service members in the Army and Marine Corps. In the next three years, the two service branches would grow by a combined 39,000 troops.

Wilson argued that more troops are needed for current military activities.

"Our force size is increasing, and it would be prudent to delay the 2005" base closure round, Wilson said.

The House and Senate versions of the 2005 authorization bill will be discussed in a conference committee before a final version is submitted to the president.

Sens. Pete Domenici and Jeff Bingaman voted for an unsuccessful proposal to limit the 2005 closure round to installations outside the United States. Offered by Sen. Trent Lott, R-Miss., the measure failed narrowly.

Bingaman, a Democrat, predicted Friday that New Mexico's four installations will survive the next closure round, calling them "key to our national security."

Domenici, a Republican, called a base closing round "not warranted now" given work in Afghanistan and Iraq.

"I remain confident that our New Mexico installations will survive the process in good stead since they serve our Armed Forces in a unique and strong way," Domenici said in a statement released Thursday.

Pentagon officials have urged the need for a base closure round to modernize its forces and save money. This week, the Government Accounting Office released a report agreeing with the Defense Department.

From 1988 to 1995, the government conducted four base closing rounds. Kirtland was initially named for realignment in 1995, but those plans were eventually scrapped.
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Comparing The House And Senate Defense Bills

The House passed its fiscal 2005 Defense authorization bill (HR 4200) on May 20. The Senate began debate on its version of the bill (S 2400) on May 17 and will likely resume consideration of amendments the week of May 31. Both measures are expected to authorize $447.2 billion in spending at the Defense and Energy departments. But the bills differ in a number of key areas. Below are 10 issues that have produced conflicts — either between the House and Senate Armed Services committees, between Congress and the administration, or between Republicans and Democrats.

Troop Levels -- Should Congress force the Defense Department to add more active duty personnel?
House: Mandates the addition of 39,000 active duty personnel — 30,000 Army soldiers and 9,000 Marines — over three years, initially funding the increase from a $25 billion emergency war fund.

Senate: Authorizes, but does not require, 30,000 more soldiers over four years. An expected amendment would force the Army to add 20,000 soldiers in fiscal 2005, funded through the regular budget.

War Funding -- Should Congress stipulate how Bush spends his $25 billion request to fund war operations in Iraq and Afghanistan in early 2005?
House: Specifies in detail how the money should be spent and allows the Pentagon to transfer up to $2.5 billion between accounts without asking for prior congressional approval, instead of the unlimited flexibility Bush had sought.

Senate: Armed Services Chairman John W. Warner, R-Va., is expected to introduce an amendment that would authorize the $25 billion with far fewer restrictions on how it is spent but would not provide unlimited flexibility.

Base Closures -- Will Congress delay a planned 2005 round of U.S. military base closures?
House: Delays the 2005 round to 2007 despite a White House veto threat over the issue.

Senate: No change. The Senate narrowly defeated a bid to kill U.S. closures. The issue could resurface on the floor, but that does not appear likely.

Missile Defense -- Will lawmakers allow acquisition of additional anti-missile interceptors amid questions about the adequacy of current testing?
House: Funds about $10 billion of the president’s $10.2 billion request for numerous anti-missile programs. Efforts to curtail anti-missile spending were killed in committee and on the House floor.

Senate: Fully funds the president’s $10.2 billion request. Democratic Sens. Carl Levin of Michigan and Jack Reed of Rhode Island plan to offer amendments that would require stronger testing and could divert some funds to other programs.

Nuclear ‘Bunker Buster’ -- Will Congress approve research spending on a new nuclear weapon that explodes after penetrating the Earth?
House: Fully funds the Energy Department’s $27.6 million request to continue research on the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator, as well as $9 million for a study of other advanced nuclear weapons. Efforts to cut the money failed.

Senate: Fully funds the nuclear weapons research. Democratic Sens. Dianne Feinstein of California and Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts are expected to introduce an amendment that would eliminate the funding.

Weapons Cuts -- Should the Pentagon’s big-ticket weapons programs receive full funding?
House: Cuts $221 million from the Navy DD(X) destroyer, $107 million from Littoral combat ship and $250 million from the Army’s Future Combat System.

Senate: Cuts two planes from Bush’s request for 24 F/A-22 Raptor fighter jets, a savings of $280 million.

Nuclear Waste -- Will Congress authorize an Energy Department plan — which is opposed by environmentalists — to reclassify high level waste so it is cheaper and easier to clean up?
House: Requires a report, a study and a legislative proposal from the Energy Department on how best to move forward in cleaning up nuclear waste sites.

Senate: Contains a provision that would override a court decision and allow South Carolina and the Energy Department to proceed with cleanup at the Savannah River Site. Environmentalists say the plan is substandard and endorsing it would set a dangerous precedent.

Tankers -- Will Congress require the Air Force to acquire 100 Boeing KC-767 tankers in fiscal 2005?
House: Authorizes $98.5 million and requires the Air Force to sign a contract to lease 20 and buy 80 KC-767s by March 2005.

Senate: Contains no money or authorization to proceed. Prohibits retirement of KC-135 tankers which, if upgraded, may be an alternative to the KC-767.

Buy America -- Will Congress require the Pentagon to buy only U.S.-made versions of certain products?
House: Bans Pentagon from buying defense goods from countries that require U.S. defense contractors to “offset” sales with purchases or investments in their nations above a certain level.

Senate: No similar offset or Buy America provision. Mark Dayton, D-Minn., has filed an amendment to take away the Pentagon’s authority to waive Buy America laws for top U.S. allies.

Personnel Benefits -- Will Congress increase pay and benefits, particularly for reservists?
House: Includes a 3.5 percent, across the board increase in basic pay for uniformed personnel and bolsters benefits and other compensation.

Senate: Increases pay by 3.5 percent and provides other enhancements. Democrats may introduce amendments to improve health, child care and other benefits for military personnel, especially those in the Guard and Reserve.
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Rendell Pushes To Add Military Jobs

By Chris A. Courogen, Of The Patriot-News

Nobody can say Gov. Ed Rendell is not an optimist.

With the Pentagon proposing a new round of base closures for 2005, Rendell not only wants to protect the state's 60,000-plus military jobs, he wants to add to them, he said at a Base Realignment and Closure Summit in Harrisburg yesterday.

"Job one is to preserve those 60,000 jobs," Rendell told the local and state officials at a briefing from the consultants the state has hired to assist in the BRAC fight. "Job two is to convince the military that we are doing our jobs so well at our installations that if there is consolidation and economy of scale, that consolidation should take place here in Pennsylvania."

The state has a dozen Defense Department and related military facilities, including five in Dauphin and Cumberland counties. In four previous rounds of closings, the state lost several installations and more than 16,000 jobs that paid $40,000 to $45,000.

Only California suffered more job losses in previous rounds of closings, Rendell said, making economic impact a strong argument for keeping bases.

But Rendell said military value makes an even better argument. Although efforts are under way in Washington to delay the next round of closings until 2007, Rendell said he is not sure how much benefit a postponement would be to the state.

"Right now, during Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom, the military value of our bases is highlighted," Rendell said, referring to military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq. "That is the first criterion in the BRAC process, the military value. We're at our strongest argument right now when we are all performing so well.

"It is clear that military value will be the No. 1 criterion. If our bases are producing a product that has tremendous value to the military, that's our best insurance of all."

Rendell pointed to Letterkenny Army Depot near Chambersburg as an example of the strength of the state's installations.

An innovative program there resulted in more than $1 million in savings for the Army's Patriot missile program last year, with projections of additional savings totaling more than $18 million by 2009.

"Some of the things being done now at Letterkenny present good arguments for taking jobs from other military installations in the mid-Atlantic and bringing them to Letterkenny, because they are doing it better at Letterkenny," Rendell said.

While Rendell dreams of adding more military jobs through the next BRAC round, he is realistic about those prospects.

"That would be our wish list," he said. "If you ask me if I'd settle for just none of our bases being on the [closing] list: absolutely."

Summit participants also received a briefing from Hurt, Norton & Associates on the BRAC process and an overview of the Pentagon's evaluation process.

Hurt, Norton is the consulting firm hired by the state to aid the BRAC defense effort.

U.S. Rep. Tim Holden, D-Schuylkill County, spoke of legislative efforts to stall the next round of closings.

A measure delaying domestic base closings until 2007 has passed the House, but a similar measure was defeated 49-47 in the Senate.

President Bush has threatened to veto any bill delaying the next round of closings.
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Dispute Simmers Over Base Closings

N.J. lawmakers back delay of defense plan

By Wayne Woolley, Star-Ledger Staff

Although there is bipartisan agreement on large portions of the $447 billion defense budget that sailed through the U.S. House of Representatives earlier this month, a standoff is brewing over plans to close as many as 125 of the nation's 500 military installations in 2005.

President Bush has said he will veto any defense bill that delays work on trimming what Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld calls a 25 percent "overcapacity" in domestic military installations.

Yet the Republican-controlled House voted overwhelmingly to delay the base realignment and closure process by two years in its version of the defense bill that now goes to the Senate.

And while an early attempt to include the same provision in the Senate defense bill narrowly failed, powerful lawmakers including Sen. Trent Lott (R-Miss.) and Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison (R-Texas) have vowed to see the delay included in the final spending package.

"There is considerable support in the Senate for the delay," said Christopher Hellman, a former congressional staffer who tracks base-closure issues for the Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation in Washington. "It's a very close call, particularly in an election year."

Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.), the presumptive Democratic presidential nominee, favors the delay. He said the Pentagon should not be distracted from the war on terrorism by having to make base-closure recommendations.

The Bush-Cheney campaign countered that Kerry is politicizing a congressionally mandated process, which began in 1988 and has already eliminated 97 installations in four previous rounds of closures, the most recent in 1995.

In New Jersey, where six major military installations contribute about $9 billion to the state's economy each year, the majority of lawmakers voted for the delay.

Most, like Rep. Jim Saxton (R-3rd. Dist.), say they have already done everything possible to boost the military value of the installations to convince the Pentagon they should remain open. They also agree with Department of Defense assessments about under-used bases draining money from critical missions and weapons programs.

"But the question I think many have ... is this the right time to do it?" Saxton said. "What drove the House was not necessarily a delay to prepare for (base-closure), rather the (pace of military deployments) and the concern this emotional intensive subject matter is coming on top of the war on terror."

Three years ago, Saxton, the fourth-ranking member of the House Armed Services Committee, engineered a delay that pushed the base-closure process back from 2003 to 2005. He's not optimistic that the final defense bill will include another delay. Despite the efforts of Lott and Hutchison, other leaders, including Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman Sen. John Warner (R-Va.), have said the base closures must go on as scheduled.

"We are proceeding as if there will be (base closures) in 2005," said Saxton, whose district includes Fort Dix and McGuire Air Force Base. "If there isn't, we can all take a breath for a couple of years."

Barry Rhoads, a former federal base-closure commission attorney who now works as a lobbyist to protect New Jersey's bases, said he has told state officials not to bank on delay, although it remains a possibility.

"I never count Trent Lott out," Rhoads said.

Earlier this month, Lott offered an amendment to the Senate version of the defense bill that sought to delay the base-closure process. The amendment failed, 49-47. Sen. Jon Corzine (D-N.J.) voted for the delay. Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) missed the vote to give a commencement address, but he supports future efforts to delay closing bases, said his spokesman Alex Formuzis.

Some lawmakers who say there are dim prospects for a delay cast votes for it anyway.

Rep. Rodney Frelinghuysen (R-11th Dist.), whose district includes the Army's Picatinny Arsenal in Morris County, said the installation is ready to stand up now to Pentagon scrutiny.

But he does not want the debate about base closures to drain energy away from current military operations.

"There's a focus and knowledge (that) we're a nation at war, certain missions are absolutely essential," Frelinghuysen said.

He said that while base closures are touted by the Defense Department as a way to control spending, the savings don't come immediately when bases close.

The General Accounting Office reported earlier this month that base-closure rounds instituted in 1993 and 1995 save the Defense Department nearly $2 billion a year. But the Pentagon must spend millions of dollars on each base for several years after it closes before reaping the savings. The Pentagon projects a round of base closings in 2005 would save $3 billion to $5 billion a year starting in 2011.

"It takes quite a long time to realize the savings they project," Frelinghuysen said.

The two New Jersey lawmakers who voted against the delay, Rep. Scott Garrett (R-5th Dist.) and Rep. Rob Andrews (D-1st Dist.), say the state's military installations do not need more time to prepare for the closure deliberations -- they are ready now.

"We should just simply keep on track with the base closing, and there wasn't any need to slow the process," Garrett said. "The safeguards were in place."

Andrews said there is no point in delaying the inevitable.

"I'd rather join the battle now," he said. "New Jersey's bases are ready to defend themselves in 2005."

Andrews said that if Congress ultimately delays the process, he does not believe Bush would follow through on his veto threat.

"I don't think the president would sustain that veto. There's money for better housing for military families, upgrades in military equipment," Andrews said. "I don't think he'd veto the entire bill over this dispute, at least I hope he wouldn't."

Staff writer Mike Frassinelli contributed to this report.

Base Closure Plans Divide Congress

Monday, May 24, 2004
By Peter Brownfeld


WASHINGTON — A political storm without a partisan tone is rare on Capitol Hill, but that's exactly what's shaping up in the fight over military base closings.

Ignoring a veto threat from President Bush, the House voted last Thursday to delay scheduled 2005 base closings round until 2007, while the Senate favors keeping the original timetable. Democrats and Republicans are lining up on both sides of the issue.

At a time of asymmetric and emerging threats as well as calls for the military to expand, eliminating military bases would be a grave error, say House lawmakers who favor the delay. They say they want to know how the military plans to operate in the future.

"Our military will have to do the same or more in the future on a smaller footprint, with a smaller industrial base and with fewer critical assets," warned Rep. Jeb Bradley, R-N.H., who supported the delay during the House debate.

But the Pentagon, the Senate and other House lawmakers say that delaying the base re-alignment and closure (search) (BRAC) schedule would hurt the War on Terror because it would set up a roadblock to plans to transform the military and save money as a result of running a leaner and meaner organization. 

"Maintaining excess bases is very expensive. Closing unneeded bases produces long-term savings. It is a key component in the military transformation, and it reshapes the military to respond to new global missions," said Rep. Jim Kolbe, R-Ariz.

The House passed the fiscal year 2005 defense authorization bill last Thursday with the delay in place until 2007. The Senate has indicated it would reject such a delay, but will not vote on the bill until after the Memorial Day recess.

Since 1988, the Department of Defense (search) has closed 97 major installations and realigned missions at 55 others. Prior BRAC actions have resulted in a savings of $7 billion a year, Raymond F. Dubois, deputy under secretary of defense for installations and environment, testified to Congress last year.

The bases to be closed have not been determined yet. Next May, the secretary of defense will submit base closure recommendations to the Defense Base Closure and Realignment Commission, which will review and possibly amend the secretary’s recommendations before presenting a final list to the president by September 2005. If the president approves it, Congress will receive it by Sept. 23, 2005, with 45 days to disapprove the list. Otherwise, the Department of Defense begins base closings. The bases under consideration will not be made public until the Pentagon forwards its recommendations to the commission.

The Pentagon said that BRAC (search) must move forward to continue defense transformation, and base closures will actually aid the fight on terror, not detract from it.

"With everything else going on, it still does not mean we do not have excess capacity. If we can eliminate that, we will be able to save money as we did with the first four [rounds of] base closures," Pentagon spokesman Glenn Flood told Foxnews.com. Flood said that the funds from closing these bases can be better used for improving quality of life for personnel, purchasing new equipment and other upgrades.

A March 2004 Pentagon report emphasized this assertion.

"Recent world events have not altered the need to transform the military infrastructure to meet future needs. In fact, these recent events have exacerbated the need to rapidly accomplish transformation and reshaping," reads the report, which estimates that the military's infrastructure is 24 percent larger than is needed.

The Pentagon acknowledges that base closures will be expensive in the short run, but officials say the cost is worth it because of the long-term savings. But with America in the midst of a War on Terror, some lawmakers say they are not so sure.

Bradley said that BRAC's estimated closing costs are $15 billion and these funds could be better used for immediate needs like armored Humvees. If the bases are closed right away, he said, the expected savings won't be realized until 2011.

A May 17 General Accounting Office (search) report found that the savings won't be achieved right away nor can their size be predicted. "While the potential exists for substantial savings from the upcoming round, it is difficult to conclusively project the expected magnitude of the savings because there are too many unknowns at this time."

Some lawmakers are also concerned that with military needs changing so rapidly, a major basing realignment may be a mistake.

"We think that having a BRAC in 2005 while we're at war and while a lot of basing strategies are incomplete" might be unwise, said Cathy Travis, spokeswoman for Rep. Solomon Ortiz, D-Texas. "Because the threat is evolving, Congress needs to know more about the infrastructure needs before beginning a BRAC."

But other lawmakers drew the opposite conclusion, and backed the Pentagon line that with a war on, it is important to keep BRAC on schedule. 

"Delaying the transformation of our bases overseas and at home ties the hands of our military at the same time as we are fighting the War on Terror," said Rep. Jeff Flake, R-Ariz.

On May 17, the Senate narrowly rejected, by 49 to 47, an effort to require the 2005 base realignment and closings to apply only to overseas bases, with any new domestic base closings being delayed until 2007. The strange bedfellows who sponsored the delay were Republicans Trent Lott of Mississippi and Olympia Snowe of Maine and Democrats Byron Dorgan of North Dakota and Dianne Feinstein of California.

The fight to delay base closings has also uncapped anger by some lawmakers who have long felt that the Pentagon fails to report often enough to Congress. Several senators and representatives were enraged after being surprised by the Abu Ghraib prison abuse photos, and they had harsh words for the Pentagon for failing to provide enough information on the BRAC process.

Some lawmakers said that conceding to the Pentagon's desire for BRAC to move forward without compelling the Defense Department to provide more information would be allowing their oversight powers to be usurped.

"Congress needs to know more about the infrastructure needs before beginning a BRAC," Travis said. "Congress is not just your hall monitor. We're in charge of this."

Sarah Shelden, spokeswoman for Joel Hefley, R-Colo., said her boss has a lot of questions and he has not received enough answers. She said it is better to slow down the process and get it right because "once you close these bases, generally you don’t get them back."

The House and Senate could go to conference committee on the defense authorization bill in June, with a lively debate on the future of the bases to be expected.

Friday, March 7, 2004

By Christopher Smith 
The Salt Lake Tribune 

    WASHINGTON -- Utah Republican Rep. Rob Bishop joined members of a House Armed Services subcommittee Thursday in unanimously voting to delay next year's military base closures until 2007, a move that might lead to complete cancellation of the Pentagon plan to eliminate excess defense facilities. 
    Bishop previously said he was reluctant to postpone the 2005 round of the Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) commission, questioning whether delays would yield any benefit to base communities and the military while just making "more lobbyists richer." 
    But as Capitol Hill was dominated by denunciations of the treatment of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. interrogators and calls for Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld to resign, Bishop joined a voice vote adding a provision to the 2005 defense spending bill that would postpone BRAC at least two years. 
    "This sends a message to the Pentagon that we are still not happy with some of the criteria, and we're concerned that if you go through the mother of all base closures, you may go too far," said Bishop, whose district includes Hill Air Force Base, a major employer in the state. 
    "It also may springboard into another effort to stop the entire process altogether, which to me is still a preference," he said. 
    The delay provision faces several hurdles, including a compatibility test with the Senate version of the spending bill. But it represents the most serious threat to date for the Bush administration's vow to press forward with eliminating an estimated 25 percent of the nation's military installations. 
    Bishop joined all other members of the Strategic Forces Subcommittee to authorize a two-year study of the military's future needs for infrastructure and troop strength before determining which bases to eliminate. 
    "For the Defense Department to make irreversible decisions to close or realign military installations before these changes have been fully considered by both DOD and Congress would be a terrible mistake," said subcommittee Chairman Rep. Joel Hefley, R-Colo. 
    Congressional opponents of BRAC 2005 have gained momentum recently from the waffling of the Pentagon and White House over whether additional troops are needed to secure postwar Iraq and Afghanistan. Tacitly acknowledging this week that more U.S. soldiers are needed, the Bush administration asked Congress for another $25 billion in military funding for the two theaters. The White House had previously said no additional taxpayer money would be needed for the war effort until next year, after the Nov. 2 presidential election. 
    Fueling the waning support for BRAC 2005 is the bipartisan furor over the international scandal of the sexual and physical abuse of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. interrogators. Under siege on multiple fronts, the Pentagon may not have the appetite to fight Congress for keeping BRAC 2005 on schedule. 
    Rep. Gene Taylor, D-Miss., intends to offer an amendment next week during the full committee markup of the defense spending bill to cancel BRAC altogether. Bishop, who intends to again vote in favor of the two-year BRAC delay at next week's markup, has supported Taylor's cancellation proposal in the past. 
    "Stopping it can be a double-edge sword because there are so many things our Utah bases are doing well and I would have liked to have demonstrated that," he said. "But I'm willing to take whatever I can to end the process." 
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