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Sales Taxes Eyed To Save GI Bases

By Jeorge Zarazua, Express-News Staff Writer

AUSTIN — Texas should strive to bring to the state some of the 70,000 overseas troops President Bush wants to relocate and possibly use local sales tax revenue to pay for needed upgrades at local military bases, Gov. Rick Perry said Thursday.

Local defense communities need to take an inventory of military infrastructure needs right away and come up with proposals for accommodating the potential influx of service members, Perry said.

"I want to see thousands of troops deployed abroad call Texas home in the near future," said Perry, who spoke to the Texas Military Preparedness Commission.

Perry said to help communities achieve this, he will ask state legislators to give local governments the authority to allocate sales tax dollars for infrastructure or other projects on military bases. Currently there is a ban on using the tax money that way, he said.

Lawmakers last year passed House Bill 2912, which redefined how local communities may use their economic development sales taxes. Military installations were not included.

Perry now wants the law rewritten to capitalize on Bush's recently announced plan to withdraw, over seven to 10 years, thousands of U.S. troops from Cold War bases in Europe and Asia.

The realignment ultimately would return up to 70,000 troops and about 100,000 dependents and civilian workers to the United States. Major shifts of service people would not start before 2006.

The sales taxes also could be used to help persuade members of the Defense Base Closure and Realignment Commission, commonly referred to as BRAC, to not shut down any Texas installations.

"We think it makes sense to give communities the flexibility to spend those sales tax revenues for that economic development," Perry said, adding that military installations are a powerful economic engine for communities.

Bexar County Judge Nelson Wolff rejected the idea of using local sales taxes for military purposes.

"No, I would not support increasing the sales tax to give the federal government money," he said Thursday. "I sure won't."

Wolff said the money could be better utilized for other infrastructure needs, adding that local voters are facing upcoming proposals that would increase sales taxes to benefit VIA Metropolitan Transit, Edwards Aquifer, crime-fighting activities, work force development initiatives and library improvements.

"This is just one of many competing interests and I think we're doing just about everything we can do here to improve our military installations," he said.

On the flip side, Wichita County Judge Woodrow "Woody" Gossom Jr. said his community is barred from proceeding with plans to improve Sheppard AFB due to the restraints imposed upon the economic development sales tax.

"We've asked for some relief on that," he said. "It's worth it for the community to be able to invest in these kinds of installations. Can you imagine where we would be without them?"

Sen. Leticia Van de Putte, D-San Antonio, chairwoman of the Senate Veterans Affairs & Military Installations Committee, said the idea of permitting local sales tax funds to be spent directly on federal bases has been spurned previously by legislators.

"I favor using any tool that can help our defense community immunize themselves against future base realignment and closure, except that it's got to be at local discretion," Van de Putte said. "Local people have got to be able to vote on this. For a specific project, it has to have a beginning and end date."

State Rep. Frank Corte, R-San Antonio, chairman of the House Defense Affairs and State-Federal Relations Committee, said: "There's no way knowing that whatever you do will be BRAC-proof."

But Corte said he would probably be supportive "if that's a community's choice to do that and there's consensus and support among the community."

Defense Department annual expenditures surpass $32.8 billion in the state, and the military's economic impact for its 18 installations on Texas is $77 billion, the governor said.

The governor noted Texas, for the first time, has committed state dollars for use on military installations with $20 million pledged for improving transportation at Fort Hood and $16.2 million for infrastructure at Fort Bliss.

"Secretary (of Defense Donald) Rumsfeld knows for a fact that we are not just saying, 'Please send more troops here.' We have put our money where our mouth is, so to speak," Perry said.

W. Gardner Selby of the Express-News Austin Bureau and the Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Plan B For Fort Monroe Jobs Urged

By Terry Scanlon

Gov. Mark Warner said if it looks like Fort Monroe might be slated for closure by the Pentagon next year than it could be prudent for state and local leaders to offer an alternative home for those jobs at another base in the region.

Consultants hired by the Hampton Roads Planning District Commission have told regional officials that Fort Monroe is likely to be closed. They have suggested the region offer the Pentagon a "Plan B" for relocating the base's operations to another site in Hampton Roads.

George Schlossberg and Barry Steinberg, with the Washington-based law firm of Kutak Rock, say it is unlikely that the initial list of bases slated for closure, as well as the proposed relocation of those troops, will change after it's released by the secretary of defense next year. So they have said the region ought to offer the Plan B even before Fort Monroe is targeted in the Base Realignment and Closure, or BRAC, process in 2005.

Warner said he would "surely consider that" if that is the conclusion of both the regional and statewide base closing task forces.

Warner's comments came while speaking to reporters outside the gates of Langley Speedway on Wednesday, a few minutes after taking a private tour of Langley Air Force Base.

The governor is visiting bases throughout the state, promoting the importance and value of the military in Virginia.

Langley is not considered to be in jeopardy of facing closures, but he said it is important that he stay in touch with Air Force officials.

Warner stressed that ideally Fort Monroe will remain open.

"We start with the premise that we want to protect all of Virginia's current military installations in their current locations," Warner said.

The largest operation at Fort Monroe, which employs about 3,000 civilian and military workers, is the Army's Training and Doctrine Command.

Newport News Mayor Joe Frank and others have suggested moving TRADOC to Fort Eustis, another Army base on the Peninsula.

Hampton Mayor Ross A. Kearney II says that any suggestion of moving TRADOC or other operations from Fort Monroe would likely send the Pentagon the message that the region approves of closing the base. The mayor has launched a public relations campaign designed to pressure decision-makers into keeping the base open.

Kearney hopes to get a chance soon to meet with Warner and let him know about the city's offer to help finance construction of new office buildings at Fort Monroe for TRADOC in hopes of making the base more attractive to Pentagon officials.

The Hampton mayor said he's encouraged to hear that Warner's first priority is the same as every other leader in Hampton Roads that he has talked to, including Frank.

"They've all said their top priority is to keep Fort Monroe open," Kearney said.

But like the special panel created by the local planning district commission, the state task force set up by the governor seems inclined to believe a Plan B is needed.

"Probably having some sort of alternate plan is wise," said former U.S. Rep. Owen Pickett, who is co-chairman of the Virginia Commission on Military Bases.

Colorado Springs Gazette
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Deal Could Be Sweet For Carson, Conservationists

Plan fends off development, protects prairie

By Tom Roeder, The Gazette

A $30 million conservation plan would halt development on 50,000 acres next to Fort Carson and could help the post fight off closure attempts.

In a partnership of soldiers and environmentalists, the Army and the Nature Conservancy propose buying easements on the mostly ranch property.

The Nature Conservancy sees the plan as a way to preserve one of the state’s largest short-grass prairies. The Army sees potential problems averted by ensuring that houses aren’t built near an area where soldiers train with rifles, missiles and cannons.

“The nice part of this partnership is the overlap in mission,” said Charles Bedford, associate state director for the Nature Conservancy.

Under the deal, landowners would be paid to leave land in its current state as long as Fort Carson exists. The Nature Conservancy, which would oversee the deals, has talked to the two largest landowners in the targeted area and has reached preliminary agreements.

Bedford said the deal would lock up land that’s home to four rare plant species: the Arkansas River feverfew, the Pueblo goldenweed, golden blazing star and Round-leaf four-o’clock. He said the deal will help Fort Carson train its soldiers.

For Fort Carson, the biggest benefit is probably one that officials on the base won’t talk about. A committee will meet next year to create a list of bases that will be closed. About a fifth of military posts worldwide will be on the block.

One criterion the committee will examine is development pressure, meaning bases pressured by suburban growth will be more likely to close.

A Defense Department gag order prevents military brass from discussing how development could hurt Carson’s chances.

But it’s clear that halting development along a wide swath of the post’s southern and eastern borders could protect Carson’s future.

The Nature Conservancy has brokered easements on 437,000 acres of land in Colorado, including the 40,000-acre Chico Basin Ranch southeast of Colorado Springs and Aiken Canyon, a preserve about 15 miles south of the city just west of Colorado Highway 115.

The area that would fall under the easements is near the El Paso-Pueblo county line. It’s home to four rare plant species and occasional loud booming from exploding shells. The southeast side of Fort Carson is where soldiers train to fight.

“We train soldiers on Fort Carson. That’s our mission,” said Gary Belew, who oversees natural resources for the fort’s Directorate of Environmental Compliance and Management.

“When we have encroachment issues that affect our ability to train, we can’t do our mission.”

If the easement deals go through, the Nature Conservancy and Fort Carson would work with landowners to ensure the land is preserved.

Bedford’s group has been working with landowners and appraising how much the easements will cost, estimated to be as much as $30 million.

Finalizing the easement deals is dependent on Fort Carson getting millions from Congress, which has shown limited enthusiasm for land preservation around military bases.

The Defense Department sought $250 million for easement deals around the country in its 2005 budget request. Congress has cut that total to $12.5 million.
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Council Aids $217K To Military Group's War Chest

By Michael Kerr, Gazette staff writer

Beaufort County has released $217,000 to aid the Military Enhancement Committee's fight to protect the area's bases.

The County Council, which voted in February to set aside the money as a reserve should the committee need it to hire lobbyists in a last-ditch effort to protect the bases, voted Monday to release those dollars following a joint meeting of its finance and military affairs committees earlier in the day.

A "midcourse correction" of the Military Enhancement Committee's $381,000 budget has shown that it will be about $292,000 in the hole come May, when the closure list is published, committee Chairman John Payne said during Monday's meeting.

Payne, a retired Marine Corps colonel, attributed the shortfall to private sector donations, which have fallen fall short of what the committee expected.

"This was to be a community effort," Payne said, adding that the lack of donations from private businesses has been the biggest disappointment of the committee's two-year effort.

The committee, a volunteer group of the Greater Beaufort Chamber of Commerce working to protect the area's three military bases from the planned 2005 round of Base Realignment and Closure, had anticipated more than $100,000 in donations from private businesses but has only received about $25,000.

The committee has about $120,000 on hand without the county's $217,000.

Payne said committee representatives are asking for the money now because they won't have time to wait for the council to approve three readings of a budget amendment once the dollars are needed.

County Councilman Dick Stewart said he's in favor of making it easier for the Military Enhancement Committee to use the money when it's needed, while Councilman Mark Generales said the county was only holding back on releasing the money because it was waiting to see what other municipalities would contribute.

"We had acknowledged that it was there and reserved it in the fund balance, but hadn't made a decision to release it," Generales said of the $217,000 left over from the county's 1995 effort to fend off the base closure process.

The county had already donated $50,000 to the committee while the state and the city of Beaufort have donated $100,000 and $10,000, respectively.

The Town of Hilton Head Island has also donated $10,000, with the Port Royal and Bluffton Town Council's offering up $5,000 each.

"It's absolutely essential," Payne said of the county's decision to release the money. "It's critical."

Even with the $217,000, however, the committee needs to increase the amount of private sector donations it's taking in and convince the community that Beaufort County is not immune to the base closure process, he said.

To do that, the committee has split its fund-raising subcommittee into two parts: one, chaired by Jimmy Boozer, to focus on special events; the second to focus on soliciting private businesses.

Payne said the committee hopes to have a chairperson for that subcommittee selected by the end of the week.

"We're still shy of the money if we need a consultant," he said. "We don't have enough money to hire a lobbyist. We can't spend money we don't have."

Arizona Republic (Phoenix)
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Governor Will Discuss Guard With Rumsfeld

By Associated Press

Strains being put on the Arizona National Guard and some of its members by repeat deployments to Iraq will be the subject of talks between Gov. Janet Napolitano and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld.

The Democratic governor plans to meet with Rumsfeld today while he is in Phoenix to make a speech.

A National Guard spokeswoman said no Arizona units have received orders to go back to Iraq. But Napolitano said she is concerned about the burden second deployments would place on the troops involved, their families and the Guard as a whole.

"I would hope that is a last choice in terms of troop deployments," Napolitano said.

Napolitano also plans to urge Rumsfeld not to delay the next round of military base closings if there is to be a next round at all.
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