FACT SHEET 

ON 

GILA BEND AUXILIARY FIELD (GBAFAF)

At THE

BARRY M. GOLDWATER RANGE (BMGR)

GILA BEND, AZ

LOCATION:  

Gila Bend Air Force Auxiliary Field (GBAFAF) is located on 1,885 acres of land in southwest Maricopa County, Arizona.  The installation is located approximately 3 miles south of the community of Gila Bend, immediately east of State Route 85 and at the northern boundary of the Barry M. Goldwater Range-East (BMGR-E), currently managed by the United States Air Force.

HISTORY OF GILA BEND AIR FORCE AUXILIARY FIELD: 


The threat this nation faced in the late 1930s resulting from the Axis Powers' resounding victories over this nation's traditional allies led President Franklin D. Roosevelt on December 8, 1940, to direct the Army Air Corps to increase pilot production by 12,000 annually.  That figure was later increased to 30,000.  In support of that directive, War Department officials began conducting feasibility studies for the construction of eight new air bases.  Two of the sites studied were near Phoenix, Arizona.  The area's year-round flying weather and the availability of vast stretches of Sonoran Desert that was ideal for bombing and gunnery practice resulted in the construction of Luke and Williams Fields.


Pilot training at Luke Field went on at a hectic pace during World War II.  Where today Luke AFB base trains some 1,000 pilots annually, during the mid-1940s Luke Field produced over 6,000 pilots annually.  The hectic days of World War II saw Luke aircraft fly almost 50,000 hours in one month, while today the base flies some 50,000 hours annually.  In order to handle some of the overflow of air operations that resulted from flying a fleet of well over 500 aircraft at Luke Field, the decision was made early on to construct auxiliary fields.


Eight small auxiliary fields were constructed near Luke Field to assist in handling the overflow of flight training operations.  They were situated in such locals as Wittman, Beardsley, Bell Road, Wickenburg, Buckeye, Goodyear, Hassayampa, and 17 miles southwest of Buckeye.  Additionally, two larger auxiliary fields were constructed closer to the bombing and gunnery ranges.


The same team that constructed a large auxiliary field at Ajo, Arizona, arrived on June 8, 1942, at a site where there was a bend in the Gila River as it flowed south from Phoenix and turned west toward Yuma.  The site was Gila Bend, Arizona, and after setting up a tent city, runway construction began.  The three runways ran north south, east west, and northeast southwest.  The first was 150-feet wide and 6,200-feet in length while the remaining two were 150-by-5,200 feet.  Additionally, three smaller auxiliary fields - not to be confused with the eight assigned to Luke Field - were part of the Gila Bend Air Force Auxiliary Field (AFAF) complex.  Each of those fields was made up of 640 acres of land and each had three 150-by-3,654 foot runways.  


The main field at Gila Bend consisted of 1,920 acres and was six miles from the town of Gila Bend which had a population of 350 people.  The Gila Bend Bombing and Gunnery Range consisted of 1.1 million acres of Sonoran Desert land and included a number of air-to-ground ranges and five aerial gunnery ranges that measured some five miles by 35 miles.        


The land that made up the gunnery range was withdrawn from public use by Executive Order 8892 which was issued by President Franklin D. Roosevelt on September 5, 1941.  However, ranchers had 10-year grazing leases in the area under the Taylor Grazing Act and refused to move their herds off the range.  On December 26, 1941, a federal judge authorized the government to seize the cattle and the herds were moved.


After World War II and the inactivation of Luke Field on November 30, 1946, Gila Bend AFAF and the range were reassigned to Williams Field that same day, and the range was redesignated the Williams Bombing and Gunnery Range.  Another change occurred less than five years later when the need for fighter aircrews generated by the Korean Conflict led to the reactivation of Luke, this time as an air force base, on February 1, 1951.  Ten months later, on November 14, 1951, Gila Bend AFAF and the range were reassigned to Luke, and the range became the Luke and Williams Gunnery Complex.  Two years later, by December 1953, the range had increased in size to 2.7 million acres.  Another redesignation occurred on March 6, 1963, when the range became the Luke Air Force Range.  A final redesignation occurred on March 27, 1987, when the Congress directed the range be named the Barry M. Goldwater Range for retired US Senator from Arizona and retired Air Force Reserve Maj Gen Barry M. Goldwater.  


The year prior to that redesignation, the Congress passed the Land Withdrawal Act (LWA) which required federal agencies - including Luke AFB - to submit legislative environmental impact statements (LEIS) to the Congress on the effects of federal agency actions on the environment.  Luke AFB officials submitted an LEIS and the range was withdrawn from public use until 2001.  On October 5, 1999, the Congress approved the second LEIS submitted by Luke AFB for the continued withdrawal of the range from public use for a 25-year period.  Although part of the range, the Cabeza Prieta Wilderness Area, was not withdrawn, but a memorandum of understanding with the Department of Interior allowed for continued overflights of the area, and the non-withdrawal had no negative impact on air operations.  
TODAY:


Gila Bend AFAF and the Goldwater Range continue to provide year-round flying weather and vast stretches of Sonoran Desert that is ideal for bombing and gunnery practice.  The BMGR is one of the largest ranges in the world.  It routinely hosts active duty, Guard, and Reserve aircraft from Air Force, Army and Marine Corps installations in Arizona.  Because the BMGR includes some of the best tactical ranges in the world, it also plays host to aircraft from installations in other states as well as from allied nations.  


GBAFAF includes a fixed-wing aircraft runway and a heliport.  Runway 17/35 is oriented in a north/south direction.  The 8,500-foot by 150-foot paved runway is used for emergency or precautionary recoveries of military aircraft that experience malfunctions or are damaged during operations on the Barry M. Goldwater Range.  The runway is also used by aircraft performing overhead approaches and patterns.  The six-pad heliport is used routinely to support rotary-wing-training operations.  No aircraft are permanently based at GBAFAF.  A control tower provides air traffic control whenever GBAFAF is open.  


Prior to 1994, GBAFAF was a self-sustaining auxiliary airfield with residential, commercial, and community support facilities, in addition to the operational facilities of the airfield.  The airfield was operated by military, civilian, and contract personnel in support of the BMGR.  In October 1994, the Air Force closed most of the facility, removed all active military personnel, and transferred the management and maintenance of the facility to a civilian contractor.  Most of the family housing and community support facilities that were used by military personnel have been abandoned and are no longer needed.


The remaining operational support facilities are currently being used by Spectrum Science & Software, Inc., the civilian contractor retained to manage and maintain the airfield, including taxiways, aircraft aprons, an aircraft hangar, and other facilities and equipment directly related to the support of the training and maintenance functions.  The operational support facilities are located primarily along the west and northwest portions of the auxiliary field.  Aircraft with malfunctions or damage are repaired at GBAFAF by maintenance crews that travel from their home base to the auxiliary field for each event.

GBAFAF is maintained and operated primarily to support training involving F-16 pilots from Luke and Arizona Air National Guard-Tucson, A-10 pilots from Davis-Monthan AFB, and rotary-wing aircrews from the Arizona Army National Guard, as an outlying field for practice traffic pattern and emergency simulated flameout (engine power loss) procedures.  The airfield is equipped with a simulated laser target (SLT) transmitter used by A-10 aircrews to practice identifying a laser-illuminated target.  .  No weapons are actually employed and no hazardous laser energy is emitted in this activity.


Helicopter aircrews from the Western Army National Guard Aviation Training Site (WAATS) use GBAFAF as a forward operating area to support live-fire training within North, South, and East Tactical ranges.  WAATS activities include aircrew changes and helicopter refueling and rearming.  Through a cooperative effort, WAATS and GBAFAF have expanded the existing munitions storage area to the auxiliary field to support increased training requirements.



GBAFAF houses support facilities for the control, maintenance, and security of the BMGR and air traffic control, fire department, and flightline services for the airfield.  The airfield hosts the BMGR Security Police office and billeting for visiting personnel working temporarily on the BMGR.


The primary aircraft operating at the airfield areF-16 and A-10 aircraft, as well as AH-64, AH-1F, OH-58, CH-47, and UH-60 helicopters associated with Air Force and Marine training exercises.  Operations associated with the F-16 consist of simulated flameout and other visual approach training.  Operations associated with the A-10, utilized by Davis-Monthan AFB squadrons, include laser target and other visual approach training.  Rotary-wing aircraft, primarily associated with the Western Area Army National Guard located in Marana, Arizona, utilize the GBAFAF for refueling enroute to and from the North and East Tactical Ranges within the BMGR. Other training conducted at GBAFAF includes night vision device assisted landings, and Marine weapons tactics instructor exercises, including non-combatant evacuation operations.


GBAFAF also supports aviation operations for other U.S. governmental law enforcement agencies.  


Aircraft operations at GBAFAF were modeled to predict current levels of usage at the GBAFAF facility.  According to daily traffic counts at the airfield, existing operation levels for all aircraft using the facilities at the GBAFAF total 22,920 annual operations.  

For more information about the Barry M. Goldwater Range, visit the Luke AFB Range Management website at http://www.luke.af.mil/rmo/rmo.htm.
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