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WASHINGTON - Lawmakers ignored a threatened White House veto Thursday and voted for legislation that would delay the next round of military base closures and realignments until 2007. 

The House rejected an amendment to the 2005 defense authorization bill that would have stripped the bill of a provision to block next year's scheduled round of base closures. 

The Bush administration threatened to veto the entire $422 billion defense bill if the delay language was included. President Bush has not vetoed a bill since he took office in 2001. 

The majority of Inland lawmakers voted against the amendment, including Reps. Joe Baca, D-Rialto; Ken Calvert, R-Corona; Mary Bono, R-Palm Springs; and Darrell Issa, R-Vista. Rep. Jerry Lewis, R-Redlands voted in favor of eliminating the bill's BRAC delay. 

Baca said another BRAC round would be devastating to California and said having the process occur next year was "poor timing." 

"It's a time when we need stability, not instability," he said. "This is not the right time to do it to save a few bucks." 

Previous Inland closures 

Lewis, who chairs the Defense Appropriations subcommittee, said it's difficult for any lawmaker to consider closing a base in his or her district. 

"But the fact is that we are significantly over-based nationwide and the commission needs to go forward as early as sensibly and reasonably possible," he said. 

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

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 and the Naval Warfare Assessment Station in Norco. 

At odds with Senate vote 

The delay provision orders the Pentagon to submit reports to Congress on plans to change bases overseas, expected future infrastructure needs and changes to the military's active and reserve force mix. 

The reports are due to Congress by March 15, 2006, or the Base Realignment and Closure process dies. Congress would then have two years to review the reports. 

Thursday's vote puts the House at odds with the Senate, which rejected a similar delay effort earlier this week. 

Phil Rizzo, executive director of the March Joint Powers Authority, said he has mixed emotions about the delay measure contained in the defense bill. 

"On one hand, if there is to be a BRAC round, I'd just as soon get it out of the way now rather than later," Rizzo said. 

"I'm confident that March Air Reserve Base will be here. But on the other hand, I wouldn't mind if I never see another BRAC round in my lifetime." 

James Owsley, a former base closure commission member and a March consultant, earlier said he doubted the delay movement would ever succeed, and certainly won't pass muster in the Senate. 

Nonpartisan disagreement 

The administration has said closing excess bases and streamlining the Pentagon will free more troops for combat and the savings could be used to fund more equipment and supplies. 

But opponents to BRAC argued that with the war on terror and ongoing military action in Afghanistan and Iraq the Pentagon needs more time to re-think BRAC and the composition of the nation's military facilities. 

"We are now involved in two very serious wars. We're going to increase the troop level by 39,000 people," Rep. Solomon Ortiz, D-Texas, said on the House floor Thursday. 

"We have now begun to rely so much on the National Guard and reserve. We've got 40,000 contractors all over the place," Ortiz said. "Isn't it time to step back and look at what is happening?" 

Rep. Mark Kirk, R-Illinois, said the role of the military is not to guard empty buildings on bases that died long ago. 

"We are at war and it's time for the Congress to treat the military budget as a defense bill, and not a jobs bill," he said. 

The fight over BRAC isn't partisan. Republicans and Democrats both agree and disagree with base closures. Those who oppose them are often concerned because they represent a community where a base is considered endangered. 

Rep. Mark Kennedy, R-Minnesota, who introduced the amendment removing the BRAC delay, has no military bases in his district. 

'A can of worms' 

Calvert noted that with the president and the Pentagon in favor of base closures, it's two against one. He acknowledged that the next round is likely going to go forward. He said Congress wants to make sure defense officials are paying enough attention to the issue. 

"I love this president, I don't love BRAC," Calvert said. 

If the defense authorization bills pass the House and Senate as expected, the differences between the two versions will be worked out in a conference committee. It's there, behind closed doors, that the delay provision could be removed. 

Larry Sabato, a political science professor at the University of Virginia, predicted that the Senate will prevail when it comes to BRAC. 

"That vote helped to protect a lot of House members, but when you get right down to it, the House leadership knows that's a can of worms that they're not going to reopen," Sabato said. "This has to be done." 

Staff writer Marlowe Churchill contributed to this report. 
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