Businesses ponder losing prison, base 
NORCO: Closing California Rehabilitation Center and the Naval Warfare Center would hurt the area. 
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NORCO - Many business owners, city officials and workers in Norco feel they're under economic siege with recent talk of closing down the prison and the Navy warfare center. 

The California Rehabilitation Center and the Naval Surface Warfare Center pump hundreds of millions of dollars into the local economy. If they go, they'll take with them private corporations such as DynCorp, a technology company and Navy contractor with 300 local workers. Many fear that local restaurants, hotels and small businesses would struggle to survive. 

The naval center barely escaped being shut down in 1995 during the Pentagon's last round of realignments and closures. Since then, community leaders have known the upcoming 2005 round of closures would be another fight for survival. 

But when prison officials were told last week to halt construction of new dorms because of a possible closure, many were shocked. 

The double-whammy would have a crippling effect on Norco's economy, Mayor Harvey Sullivan said by phone. 

"It will hurt the city big-time," he said. 

The prison, the Navy and DynCorp employ nearly 2,500 people locally with salaries averaging between $45,000 and $75,000. The city receives state funding based on the size of its population, which includes the prison population of about 4,600 inmates. 

Norco relies on inmate crews to help maintain its parks, streets and trails. And companies such as DynCorp that contract with the Navy are, in turn, required by the federal government to work with local small businesses for goods and services such as office supplies and printing. 

Robert Everly, a managing director at DynCorp and a member of several local military affairs committees, said his company's Norco facility would shut down without the Navy center. But a prison closure could be a blessing in disguise, he said. 

If the prison closes, it would leave a large vacant lot next to the Navy center that the government could use to relocate operations from other bases shut down throughout the state. As a "receiving" base, the Navy center has a better chance of surviving the next round of closures, he said. 

The City Council is set tonight to vote on plans to spend $95,000 for a lobbyist to fight for the base in Washington, D.C., said Brian Oulman, the city's economic development director. 

City and prison officials met Tuesday to discuss plans to save the prison. 

Sonya Guercio, manager of the 6th Street Deli, said the closure of the prison would hurt her business. 

California Rehabilitation Center workers are "a good chunk of our daily business. All of the administration, the guards, everybody that works up there . . . They always come in for lunch. 

"It would be really sad if that went away from us." 

Carlos Lechuga, owner of Señor Charlie's restaurant, said his business would also suffer. "I've seen this type of thing happen before," Lechuga said. A Navy hospital near his parents' restaurant in Long Beach closed and remained vacant for years. "I just hope the city has plan B and C in place well ahead of time. That land can't just sit there empty," he said. 

Staff writer Jerry Soifer contributed to this report. 

Reach Paige Austin at (909) 893-2106 or paustin@pe.com 
COMMUNITY IMPACT 

Naval Surface Warfare Center 

Employees: 1,000 

Annual payroll: $64 million 

California Rehabilitation Center 

Employees: 1,500 

Operating budget: $77 million 

