Arizona completes work on bills designed to protect military bases from closure
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PHOENIX (AP) - Arizona lawmakers completed action Tuesday on a package of legislation aimed at helping protect Luke Air Force Base and other military air bases in the state from possible closure.

The House approved the final bill 49-0 and sent it to Gov. Janet Napolitano. It would provide $4.8 million annually, chiefly to purchase property and developments in areas around military air bases, particularly Luke, which is a major pilot training installation in suburban Glendale. 

The bill also restricts development of land in noise and accident zones around military air bases.Supporters of the Arizona bases have long pointed to their economic value to the state and their role in the nation's defense, and state lawmakers in 2001 enacted the development restrictions in the vicinity of military bases.

Anticipation of the next round of military base closings nationwide provided added impetus to efforts to protect Luke and other installations in the state, said Rep. Phil Hanson, R-Peoria. "It got a lot of people's attention."

Besides Luke in the Phoenix area, air bases in Arizona include Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson and the Marine Corps Air Station at Yuma.

Napolitano spokeswoman Jeanine L'Ecuyer noted Tuesday that the governor has pushed for such protection, but said Napolitano still must review the final bill before commiting to sign it into law.

Much of the legislation considered by lawmakers this year stems from Napolitano-endorsed recommendations by a commission she appointed, and Napolitano has already signed into law three other base-related bills to:

•Prohibit the construction of an underground natural gas storage facility in salt domes near Luke. Supporters of the bill said El Paso Corp.'s planned facility would have posed a possible safety threat to Luke and been a mark against it in the federal government's analysis of which bases to close.

•Expand the state's land-use restrictions to include the area around an auxiliary field used by Luke's F-16 pilots to practice instrument approaches. The auxiliary field located in a desert area northwest of the base provides training that can't be accommodated by the main base, the Air Force said.

•Require disclosures of the existence of low-level flight training routes to purchasers of homes in new subdivisions. Supporters said the disclosures are intended to prevent noise complaints as development takes place in rural areas where military pilots have flown for decades.
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Last bill on military bases goes to governor 
Arizona lawmakers completed action Tuesday on a package of legislation aimed at helping protect a major pilot training installation and other military air bases in the state from possible closure. 

The House approved the bill 49-0 and sent it to Gov. Janet Napolitano. It would provide $4.8 million annually, chiefly to purchase property and developments in areas around military air bases, particularly Luke Air Force Base in suburban Glendale. 

The bill (HB2140), approved by the Senate on May 5, also expands restrictions on development of land in noise and accident zones around military air bases. 

Lawmakers approved the bill even though nearly all other proposed appropriations have been put on hold pending agreement on a new state budget. 

"They accept the idea that it's a very critical bill," said Rep. John Nelson, R-Phoenix. 

Supporters of the Arizona bases have long pointed to their economic value to the state and their roles in the nation's defense, and state lawmakers in 2001 enacted the development restrictions in the vicinity of military bases. 

Anticipation of the next round of military base closings nationwide provided added impetus to efforts to protect Luke and other installations in the state, said Rep. Phil Hanson, R-Peoria. "It got a lot of people's attention." 

Besides Luke in the Phoenix area, air bases in Arizona include Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson and the Marine Corps Air Station at Yuma. 

Napolitano spokeswoman Jeanine L'Ecuyer said Tuesday the governor would not comment on whether she would sign the bill until she has a chance to review it. However, Napolitano "has been pushing for the protection," L'Ecuyer said. "It's very, very important to her." 

Much of the legislation considered by lawmakers this year stems from Napolitano-endorsed recommendations by a commission she appointed, and Napolitano has already signed into law three other base-related bills to: 

· Prohibit the construction of an underground natural gas storage facility in salt domes near Luke (HB2134). Supporters of the bill said El Paso Corp.'s planned facility would have posed a possible safety threat to Luke and been a mark against it in the federal government's analysis of which bases to close. 

· Expand the state's land-use restrictions to include the area around an auxiliary field used by Luke's F-16 pilots to practice instrument approaches (HB2141). According to Luke officials, the auxiliary field located in a desert area northwest of the base provides the pilots with necessary training that can't be accommodated by the main base. 

· Require disclosures of the existence of low-level flight training routes to purchasers of homes in new subdivisions (HB2662). Supporters said the disclosures are intended to prevent noise complaints as development takes place in rural areas where military pilots have flown for decades. 

The Legislature also passed a memorial urging Congress to authorize the Bureau of Land Management to swap federal land for up to 12,000 acres of private property - chiefly farmland - to help provide buffer zones around Luke and the Marine Corps Air Station at Yuma. 

Lawmakers say the swaps could be key to providing a long-term solution because the state can't afford the $300 million in compensation that property owners want. 

Owners of property around Luke have complained for years that government officials have failed to deliver on decades of promises and proposals to compensate the owners for the lost value of property in accident or noise zones around the pilot training base.
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