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vs. flight space

Bases work with local planners
to balance growth, operations

By Bruce Rolfsen
TIMES STAYF WRITER

LUKE AIR FORCE BASE, Ariz. — Drive
west out of Phoenix and the
vista starts looking like any sub-
urb.

New shopping centers have
sprung up at every interchange.
Real-estate signs direct home-
Blyers to pristine subdivisions.

Three of the nation’s fastest-
growing suburban cities are in
the Phoenix metropolitan area,
according to the U.S. census.
Everywhere you look, there’s
ample evidence of that.

If you look up, you might spot a
formation of F-16 Fighting Fal-
cons heading south and then
turning toward the White Tank
Mountains on the west.gide of
the metro area.

How Iotig those F-168 and their
home at Luke Air Force Base can
operate amid the building boom
has become ‘a prime example of
what the Air Force calls “en-
croachment” issues.

Luke is ‘one of the first Air
Force ‘bases to set
up its own staff to
face these issues:

Rusty Mitchell, a
former F-16  train-
ing squadron ‘com-
mander at Luke, is
the ' base’s  point
man for working
with local govern-
ments and real-es-
tate interests:

Mitchell, a retired
lg@utenant  colonel,
and’ his' staff of
three civilians rep-
resent the base by meeting with
developers; going to city council
meetings and trying to head off
problems for the base before
they arise.

“I saw the issues: fmm the per-
spective -of a cockpit,” Mltchell
said.

In the area where Luke trains,
open fields and empty mountain-
sides are populated with homes
and businesses.

~When Luke opened in' 1941,
fewer than 200,000 people lived
in the Phoenix area. Today, more
than 8,5 million people call the
region home.

“Above many of those people on
the western side of the metropo-
lis is a steady parade of F-16s.

~When Luke opened
in1941, fewer than
-200,000 people lived
in the Phoenix area.
Today, more than
3.5 million people
call the region home.

Sometimes those jets fall from
the sky.

Since 1990, Luke fighters have
been involved in 25 serious flight
accidents, Mitchell said. Eight of
those were near the base, “inside
the box,” a line that extends 10
miles north, south and west of
Luke and four miles to the east.

‘While none of the accidents re-
sulted in civilian injuries or cost-
Iy building damage, Luke doesn’t
want a first.

Avoiding ‘encroachment’

Mitchell’s group was formed in
the summer, amid close scrutiny
of Lukes future. Encroachment
is one of the catch terms in dis-
cussions of which bases may be
closed as a result of the 2005
Base Realignment and. Closure
Commission-recommendations.

Luke is taking action to pre-
serve its flight space, as are
other bases, including Keesler
Air Force Base in Mlsslsslppl
and. Eglin Air Force Base m
Florida. -

The prospects— for
the Arizona  base
and its fighters are
good, said Mitchell,
who like other mili-
tary officials  re-
maing officially *
~ neutral about base
. realignment ' and

closure. - :

“Im very opti-
mistic  about our
outlook,”  Mitchell
said of Luke’s mis-
sion, to train F- 16
pilots.

He can be optimistic — he has
help, Since 2001, the Arizona
legislature has passed a series of
laws that set building codes and
development  restrictions © for
areas near military bases.

The laws limit what  type of
residential  and  commercial
buildings can be  built, within
‘areas where jet noise exceeds 65
decibels. Building also is ‘re-
stricted in' “accident potential”
zones near the bases.

The ‘laws weren’t enacted in
time to keep Luke from having
to change its flight patterns. Be-
cause schools and homes sit un-
derneath Luke’s northern depar-
ture route, the base in 2000
began prohibiting armed fight-
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ers from taking off to the north.
In the city of Surprise, niorth of

Luke, the city council had to re- -

verse approval of residential de-
velopments  after state officials
warned - the city could violate
building restrictions.

The developer of a proposed
subdivision in Surprise is trying

to organize a voter referendum *

to overturn a city council yote
that ruled 105 acres would have
to be developed for business or
recreation, not homes.

Luke’s neighboring cities to the
south, Glendale and Goodyear,
have taken measures to preserve
open space under Luke's south-
ern departure route.

In an ideal case, Mitchell said,
a team such as Luke’s gets in-
volved with a project while it is
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Development west of Phoenix encroaches on Luke Air Force Base, Ariz., as shown i
the base are generally agricultural crops or desert. Yellow lines indicate major flight track:
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still on the drawing board and
before votes are made or con-
crete is poured. :

A developer working on a dis-
tant project might not be aware
the property is underneath
Luke’s web of flight paths or that
the base is increasing its night-
time operations.

Setting a safe zone :
A booming gambling district in
Mississippi has another base
worried about private develop-
ment that could hamper opera-
tions. &

At Keesler: Air Force Base,
next: door to the gambling dis-
trict in Biloxi, base officials are
concerned about high-rise casino
hotels “obstructing aircraft ap-
proaches.

in these two satellite images. Rectangles of land around
s inand out of the fighter training base.

Red tints
indicate
developments
underway when
the satellite
images were
taken.

White tints
indicate
“accident
potential
zones”
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In addition to working more
closely with local planning agen-
cies, Keesler is proposing to
move . some  C-130 Hercules
training flights from Keesler to
Stennis International Airport,
about 50 miles to the west. The
€-130s would continue to be
based at Keesler.

In Northwest Florida, Eglin
Air Force Base wants land set
aside for its operations. Eglin
has proposed that development
be limited in a 10-mile-wide
flight corridor that would extend~
about 100 miles from the east
side of the reservation to the
Gulf of Mexico near Tyndall Air
Force Base. O

Bruce Rolfsen-can be reached at (703) 750~
8647 or brolfse@atpco.com.
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Planning to save bases

Three decades ago, Luke Air
Force Base, Ariz., was a long des-
slate drive from the small city of
Phoenix. The quiet of orange or-
chards and desert was punctuat-
ed occasionally by the roar of
fighters, rattling windows of a few
scattered houses.

Now the largest fighter training
base in the world is swallowed up
in a sea of metropolitan develop-
ment, and it’s signaling desper-
ately for help. Already, Luke’s
flights and weapons loads have
been restricted. Pilot training —
the base’s mission — is at risk.
And as a 2005 base and realign-
ment and closure review looms,
any base unable to fully conduct
its mission could be in trouble.

Many bases across the country
are looking for ways to prove
their worth, working with the
surrounding communities on land
use and development issues to
help keep the gates open.

Luke's cry for help is being an-
swered on many levels. A congres-
sional conference committee has
approved $14.3 million in federal
money to buy land and develop-
‘ment rights to protect Luke’s
southern departure corridor, the
only route the base has for armed

flights to its training range.

Closer to home, Rusty Mitchell,
a retired Air Force lieutenant
colonel and former F-16 pilot and
instructor, is director of the Luke
Community Initiatives Team, a
campaign to convince local com-
munities, such as Goodyear and
Surprise, Ariz., that Luke is cen-
tral to their future — and devel-
opment nearby threatens its sur-
vival.

Mitchell’s team, formed in
June, goes to local government
meetings and meets with devel-
opers to explain Luke’s mission
and the implications of decisions
involving development around
the base.

While it's early to gauge the im-
pact of Mitchell’s team in Arizona,
the concept may be a model for
other bases to consider. Even
after the threat of closure goes
away, military bases face a con-
tinuing challenge in explaining
their mission, their needs and
their value to local communities.

Smart planning that helps keep
‘military bases functional and ca-
pable, while alsoaddressing civil-
ian community concerns, is not
just a local matter. It is vital to
national security.
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