State pledges unity on bases 
MILITARY: Several Inland facilities are among those trying to avoid next year's round of closures. 
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SACRAMENTO - State lawmakers called Wednesday for a united front to protect California military bases during the upcoming round of base closures and realignments. 

The Pentagon wants to shutter a quarter of the nation's 425 military bases during the 2005 base-realignment and closure process. California, which has 61 military bases, got hammered during four previous base-closure rounds. 

Of 95 bases closed, 29 were in California. That cost 93,546 defense jobs and $9.6 billion in estimated economic losses. 

In the Inland area, the closure of Norton and George Air Force bases in San Bernardino County and the downsizing of March Air Force Base in Riverside County cost an estimated 36,867 jobs and $3.9 billion in economic activity. 

Inland bases include March Air Reserve Base, Naval Warfare Assessment Station in Norco and Marine bases in Twentynine Palms and San Diego County's Camp Pendleton. 

"What happened on the last BRACs was that each base was fending for itself," said Jamil Dada, chairman of Friends of March Field, a new military support group dedicated to saving March Air Reserve Base. 

State Sen. Bruce McPherson, R-Santa Cruz, called for a "cohesive and coordinated" plan. 

"California needs to develop a defense mechanism to maintain what military we have left," McPherson said. 

Republican lawmakers expressed concern that California's regulatory climate could hurt the state's chances of dodging the Pentagon's bullet. But Democrats argued that there were many reasons for bases to stay open, including the large number of military personnel. 

March hires lobbyists 

Members of the March Joint Powers Commission aren't taking any chances. Wednesday, they hired retired Air Force Col. Peter T. Bentley of Riverside and retired Air Force Gen. Ronald Fogleman, a former Air Force chief of staff, to lobby on behalf of March. 

"I can think of only two bases in the country that are safe," Bentley said after the commission meeting. 

The Army National Training Center at Fort Irwin and an air training range in Arizona are so vital that their missions cannot be transferred, the 33-year Air Force veteran said. 

The commission will pay Bentley and Fogleman $400,000 over the next 20 months, and a $150,000 bonus if they keep March off the base closure list. 

The commission has devoted the past 10 years trying to develop 5,000 acres declared surplus in the 1993 closure round when March was downsized. 

The cities of Riverside, Moreno Valley and Perris and the Riverside County Board of Supervisors, all members of the re-use agency, would divide the expenses in a loan to the agency. 

Phil Rizzo, executive director of the re-use agency, said March provides $374 million annually to the Inland economy and must be kept open if the region is to continue prospering. 

The base has 8,300 reservists and guardsmen. It also is a key staging area for the Marine Corps' 1st Marine Expeditionary Force and is home to a U.S. Customs and Homeland Security surveillance and air interdiction center. 

Rizzo said Bentley and Fogleman have the knowledge and influence to protect March. 

"These guys can walk into any Defense Department office," said Rizzo, a former March base commander. 

Moreno Valley and Riverside aren't the only communities fighting to keep their base alive. 

The city of Norco's Redevelopment Agency hired a marketing consultant to rally support for one of the largest businesses in town, the 940-employee Naval Surface Warfare Center. 

The center, which opened in 1951, assesses the readiness of ships, aircraft and their weapons systems through computerized testing. 

Public input 

Wednesday's hearing in Sacramento before the Senate Select Committee on Defense and the Aerospace Industry comes a week before the end of the 30 days when the public can weigh in on proposed base-closure criteria put forward by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. 

Final criteria are scheduled to be adopted next month, with the base review starting soon after. 

Key among the Pentagon criteria was a recommitment to close bases that don't include more than one branch of the military such as a Navy base that also has an Army, Marines or Air Force presence. 

That could help keep March Air Reserve Base open, because reserve units from all the military branches operate there. 

The base also is getting a new $7 million fire station that will serve the base and the adjacent civilian cargo airport. 

Wednesday's hearing was the first since Gov. Schwarzenegger used his State of the State address to call for a bipartisan effort to keep California bases open. Yet the session featured Republican lawmakers complaining that state regulations regarding workers compensation, high energy costs and air quality rules undermine the cause. 

"I've talked to a number of four-stars, and they've all indicated that if they could get their facilities out of California, they would do so in a heartbeat," said state Sen. William "Pete" Knight, R-Palmdale. "I would think that we're going to be hit rather hard again." 

A consultant agreed that the military will consider business costs in a particular state. 

"Anything that raises costs is going to be a negative attribute, so to speak," said John C. Murphy of Sacramento, who worked for the military during past base-closure rounds. 

Democrats, though, said California offers many reasons for the military to stay. Besides a Pacific Rim location, the state hosts thousands of highly trained military personnel who might quit instead of following their jobs to another base. 

"I think we need to refocus on the positive part of California," said Assemblyman George Nakano, D-Torrance. 
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