City mobilizes to save weapons-testing center 
MILITARY: Norco tells the Pentagon that its weapons-testing facility is a vital national asset. 
09:52 AM PDT on Monday, July 5, 2004 
By DARRELL R. SANTSCHI and JOE VARGO / The Press-Enterprise

	One in an occasional series 

Four rounds of military-base closures and cutbacks resulted in the loss of George and Norton Air Force bases in San Bernardino County and the scaling back of March Air Reserve Base in Riverside County. About 150 military facilities are expected to be affected by the new round of closures, which will be announced in 2005. This occasional series looks at the process and prospects for California's bases. 



	

	


NORCO - The tiny Navy weapons-testing base here was rescued from closure nine years ago not because the Pentagon found it indispensable, but out of sympathy. 

California already had lost 29 bases and 93,546 jobs to earlier rounds of the ongoing Base Realignment and Closure process, Inland economist John Husing said. 

Riverside and San Bernardino counties were particularly devastated by the closures of Norton and George Air Force bases and the downsizing of March Air Force Base to a reserve facility, moves that have taken $3.1 billion a year out of the Inland economy. 

When budget whackers came to ax the Norco base, they just didn't have the heart, said Husing, who wrote a research paper about the effects of base closures. 

"They were tired of beating up on California," he said. "It was pure luck." 

Bill Berl, a Washington lobbyist working for Norco, agreed that the deep base cuts in California in 1995 kept Norco from closing down. 
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Joe Urlaub, at the computer, and David Nelson measure a piece of equipment for the Tomahawk cruise-missile system. 


	

	


"I believe that (Norco) was spared as a conscious decision that we aren't going to save money by closing the base and all we're going to accomplish is another hit to California's economy," Berl said. 

With a fifth round of defense cutbacks looming next year that could shut or scale back as many as 150 domestic military installations, Norco officials aren't counting on luck or sympathy. 

The city is mobilizing to save what the Navy calls the Corona Division of the Naval Surface Warfare Center, a base where 1,000 highly skilled and highly paid workers evaluate the performance of missiles, guns, laser-guided bombs, radars and other weapons systems. 

It's one of six independent warfare assessment centers in the United States. The others are at Port Hueneme, near Oxnard in Ventura County, and in Indiana, Maryland and Virginia. 

Whether the warfare center here finds itself on the base-closures list again won't be known for certain until May. 

But Husing said a base's appearance on one list makes it a likely target for future lists. 

The Pentagon wants to save $6 billion of its $401billion annual budget by closing and consolidating bases. Eight criteria applied in choosing which bases to trim give priority to military value and take into account how closures would affect surrounding communities. 

Making the pitch 

Norco hired Berl to try to influence the Department of Defense. A regional group assembled by Rep. Ken Calvert, R-Corona, put together a computer slide show demonstration to illustrate how badly needed the Norco base is, as well as other Inland bases. 

Their defense of the center in Norco has focused on two points: 

While the work here could be done at any of the other five warfare centers, Berl said Norco is the only one of the six facilities that tests weapons systems from their development through their operational use in the field. 

It also is the only one that is physically independent, being located outside of a naval facility where the equipment is used. 

And Norco contends that its civilian employees, including many with decades of expertise, may not be willing to relocate. 

City, civic and business leaders brought the Pentagon to Norco last month, pleading their case to Vice Adm. Phillip M. Balisle and emphasizing the base's importance to the military more than the economic value to the community. 
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	Photo courtesy of Naval Surface Warfare Center 
Steve Toothaker calibrates a piece of equipment at the Corona Division of the Naval Surface Warfare Center in Norco. 


	

	


Balisle said afterward he came away impressed. 

"Frankly, I didn't expect this," he said. "There is a huge difference in talking about the base and its capabilities in this context and talking about, 'It's our base, and we gotta have it.' " 

The 247-acre testing laboratory is sandwiched between a state prison and a community college campus. Only six employees are uniformed military. The rest are civilian scientists and engineers who earn a median annual salary of $82,000 and whose wide-ranging duties have included designing repairs for parts of submarine-launched Trident nuclear missiles and converting a horse trailer into a mobile communications platform for use in Afghanistan. 

Economic impact 

Husing said the Norco base pumps about $150 million a year directly into the local economy. 

But figures only tell part of its significance. Its work force represents exactly the kind of employees that Riverside and San Bernardino counties hope to attract, he said. Lose the base, Husing said, and the region suffers a terrible setback in its efforts to lure other high-tech businesses. 

Bob Everly, managing director of the Norco branch of DynCorp, a private technology company with 300 employees that contracts with the warfare center, said his plant would shut down if the base closes. 

The loss also would affect the pocketbook of Carlos Lechuga, whose Senor Charlie's restaurant on Hamner Avenue caters to employees from the base and the adjoining medium-security state prison, the California Rehabilitation Center. 

Husing said he believes that many civilians at the warfare center would retire rather than pull up roots in the semi-rural, semi-urban community and move to the East Coast, Port Hueneme or the Navy's remote China Lake Naval Weapons Center. He believes a strong case can be made that any cost savings from shutting the Norco center will be offset by the resulting "brain drain." 

"These guys have forgotten more about weapons systems than most other people know," Husing said. "In that sense, they're a national treasure. You don't want to lose that capability." 

For David Marcroft, 47, of Mira Loma, the warfare center is more than his employer. It is a family legacy. 

"My mother worked here in the '60s," he said. "My grandmother worked here and retired in 1983. My son worked here for a short time. My daughter works here." 

	In all, seven members of Marcroft's family have been employed at the center. [image: image4.jpg]Naval Surface
Warfare Center
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"I think this facility means a lot to Norco," said Marcroft, who heads the base's interface assessment (testing) division. "It provides an area in which there are relatively highly technical services performed for the government, and of course, Norco provides a lot of opportunities for the employees who work here. We can attract recruits who want to go snow skiing in the winter and water skiing in the summer." 

A storied history 

The Navy took possession of what had been a spa and playground to the rich and famous on Dec. 6, 1941 - one day before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor plunged America into World War II. 

Before that, the property played host to such Hollywood celebrities as Walt Disney, Johnny Weissmuller and Lawrence Welk and sported a 55-acre lake, a casino, golf course, sulfur hot spa and five-story hotel. 

A circular building known as the Norconian Club overlooks the lake and was the resort showpiece. 

During the war, the hotel became a military hospital, treating casualties from the Pacific theater. The hot springs became healing mineral baths. In 1944, the hospital was home to 1,400 nurses, officers and medical corpsmen and treated more than 12,000 patients. The hospital closed after the surrender of Germany and Japan but reopened in 1951 to treat Korean War casualties. 

Today, migrating birds take refuge on the 55-acre lake as they pass through Norco. 

The Navy facility is home to 66 species, including pelicans, herons and geese. Canadian geese stroll the grounds, giving no quarter to the scientists and engineers as they walk past. 

The Audubon Society sends volunteers to the Naval Surface Warfare Center every year when it gauges bird populations and the overall health of species. 

By the early 1950s, the Norco site was testing and analyzing the effectiveness of guided missiles aboard Navy ships. 

Over the decades, that capability has been expanded to include the performance of laser-guided bombs, the Tomahawk cruise missile, the Patriot anti-missile missile and the Aegis ship defense system, which includes sophisticated computers, radars and missiles. 

Still, said Navy Cmdr. Harrison Heublein, the center's executive officer, many folks in Norco and Corona don't really know what goes on behind the fences just off Fifth Street and Hamner Avenue. 

"A lot of people just refer to us as 'that Navy place,' " Heublein said. 

The mission remains the same as it has for a half-century: independent analysis of weapons systems deployed to front line units. 

"We ask the following questions," Heublein said. "How did you make it? Does it fit? Does it work? Can you use it? Is it effective?" 

Real-time testing 

Technicians can evaluate in real-time test firings of missiles thousands of miles away, said Gary Wilhelm, radar systems branch manager. 

Monitoring stations allow Norco's engineers and technicians to see and hear the missile in action. Computer feeds allow instant access to information from the target and the environment to aid in the overall performance assessment, Wilhelm said. 

Missile "test events" take place two or three times a year, often during fleet exercises. 

During those times, as many as 75 technicians from the base, civilian contractors and missile-company manufacturers sit in front of the Imax-style wall of the two-story viewing theater to check out the action. Sometimes work lasts through the night. 

Wilhelm said during one exercise, engineers spotted a problem with a radar system, analyzed the necessary data and devised a fix from Norco. Real-time technology also allows technicians who once would have had to deploy with the Navy to stay home, saving thousands in travel expenses. 

That exercise wasn't the only time Norco technicians rode to the rescue without ever leaving the states. 

During the first Gulf War, the warfare center got a call from the aircraft carrier USS John F. Kennedy after the crew discovered it could not fit the airfoils to laser-guided bombs. Norco troubleshooters diagnosed a correction that involved a slight alteration of the airfoils. The cost: about $40 for each bomb. 

Precision work 

Other Norco technology allows workers to calibrate the accuracy of aircraft-mounted gun platforms, inspect gun barrels with tiny cameras and check the launch tubes of the Tomahawk missile system. 

Each job requires precise measurements - sometimes to within 3/millionths of an inch. The air temperature inside the main laboratory is kept at almost exactly 68 degrees to keep measuring equipment functioning correctly. Equipment is so sensitive that no more than three people are allowed in some rooms because the combined body heat of more people than that would affect the instruments. 

"It is exciting for me trying to solve difficult problems that relate to government systems," Marcroft said. 

It is a challenge he'd like to tackle a while longer. 

Staff writer Paige Austin contributed to this report. 

Darrell R. Santschi can be reached at (909) 806-3067 or dsantschi@pe.com 

Joe Vargo can be reached at (909) 375-3730 or jvargo@pe.com 

