Effort aims to keep base open 
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A new political action committee set up by the Greater Riverside Chambers of Commerce will focus its first efforts on working to protect March Air Reserve Base and the Naval Sea Systems Command in Norco in the upcoming round of military base closures, officials said Thursday. 

The base and Norco facility (formerly known as the Naval Warfare Center) together have a combined economic impact approaching $600 million, said Mark Hawkins, chamber chairman. 

The chamber PAC will help spread the word about the facilities' importance to the local economy and fight for them to be kept off a Pentagon list of bases to be shuttered, he said. If other bases have personnel shifted somewhere, the PAC will lobby to have them sent to March and the naval center, Hawkins said. 

"Those bases are a critical part of our economy," said Lou Monville, the chamber's vice chairman for governmental affairs. 

The PAC will also endorse candidates and measures of local and state significance and donate money when it thinks it will make a difference, Hawkins said. In four weeks, Hawkins said he will step down as chamber chairman and step in as the PAC chairman. 

Monville said the PAC board won't meet until late March, so it will not be endorsing anyone or any measures on Tuesday's ballot. It has yet to do any real fund raising but is getting started, he said. 

Hawkins and Monville said most large chambers of commerce in California have set up their own PACs in the last few years, and Riverside is a bit behind the curve. Given the business environment in the state, "the need for small businesses to unite to support a pro-jobs agenda" is strong, Monville said. 

When the chamber first announced last summer that it was forming a PAC, Riverside City Council members Frank Schiavone and Ed Adkison said the action should make the council reconsider its $300,000-plus in contracts with the chamber, because they would create an appearance of a conflict of interest. 

"We'll certainly have to revisit the issue," Schiavone said Thursday. 

