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When the Pentagon Walks Away

i

By SEYMOUR MELMAN

sent o shock wave through hundreds of
American carinunitics. He announced the
closing of 31 major and 12 minor military bases
*and the “reallgnment' of 28 olhers. As a military
budget reduction program proceeds, more of the
nalion’s 889 bases will be vulnerable to closings.
The Government has pul the economic {ulure of

ON April 12, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney
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workers at lhese bases — and in surrounding
communities — needlessly in jeopardy. Johs and
incomes for whale commugnities could have been
reasopably assured by better planning. But this 5
contrary to Penlagon docirine. Since World War
11, the Department of Lefense has tried to keep
people on military bases aml in nearby commumni-
ties dependent on the military, ol economleally
and politically. This gave lhe Pentagon a coast-to-
coast network 10 lobby mayoers, chambers of conm-
meree, bankers and members of Congress o
maintain military bases and their budgels.

Every propesal requiring advance planning lo
convert Jdefense-dependent operations nr aneemu-
nities 1o civilian uses — like Represenlative Ted
Weiss’s H.R. 441 — has been opposed by the
Pentagon and the White liouse, They slight the
incvitable economic disruption and persanal up-
heavals that are a standard risk of Peniagon
PTesence.

Rut canverling military bases 1o civilian useis a
way [0 assure an econuntic feture for those de-
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Don’t abandon bases,
convert them for civilians
and local economies.

pendent on the milllary, 4 so-called alternative-
use plan must be crafted that involves maklng an
invenlory of the material and human resources ci
the bascs — everything from the number of main-
tenance shops Lo an assessment of the skills of the
civilian employees. A full year — at least — would
be required to prepare an inventery of available
facilities and to dralt a good allernative-use ptan.
Cleatly |t is ton late {or ihe hases nlready targeied
far closure, but the others would be wise Lo contac

reglonal planners and get slarted. .

The Pentagon — wlth the tacit approval of
Congress — has opposed such advance conversion
planning, 1t has prelerred La keep local communi-
tles an its political-economie leash wntil the an-
anuncement of a base closing. The Pentagon pre-
fers what It calls "adjusimenl’ — encouraging
local communities to underlake planning after the
base closing has been announced and is being
carried put. Then, too Inte, lhe Pentagon makes
information available about possible assislance 1o
individunts, like unemployment Insurance and re-
{raining programs.

But that leaves base employees and communi-
ties yuinerable; people siart moving away, prop-
erty vaiues begin tn fall. As plans for base conver-
sions are researched, designed and put in mation
— which could 1ake several years — there is
disrvption, uncertainty, unemployment, :

Iore than 800 defensc-based communities are
still in place in Lhis country and are viinerable lo
pianned military budget cuts. Decent regard for
the needs of these communities and the wider task
ol rebullding American industry and infrastroc-
ture are served by advance conversion planning to
frec bases, laboratories and lactaries lor civilian
uscs. Economic and politlcal confidence In demili-
tarization requires advance alternativé-use plans.
If the Weiss bill were law today, base plusings
would translate inlo economic opportunites. W



