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to protect Air Force base

Our stand: Area putting up united front |

regional consensus building or re-
gional problem solving, always has
been cheap,

West Valley communities have worked
hard to turn decades of talk-into a posi-
tive force. There indeed is strength in
numbers, and the region is proving that
the united effort to lure the Cardinals
stadium initially to Avondale a few years
ago — its first foray into mutual cooper-
ation on a regional scale — was no fluke.

The latest two examples of this new-
found solidarity cannot be ignored.
Whether rooted in enlightened leader-
ship or the natural‘inclination to circle
the wagons when something of value is
threatened, recent efforts to preserve
Luke Air Force Base constitute a text-
book example of the importance of a
united front.

First.there was the threat from El
Paso Gas Corp.‘to'store natural gasiin’
underground salt caverns. Every West
Valley community passed resolutions
against the plan. The Maricopa County
Board of Supervisors did, too.

West-side farmers joined with the
brass at Luke to wage war against the
proposal, and state Rep. John Nelson’s
bill to prohibit natural gas storage un-
derground within nine miles of Luke
zipped through the Legislature as if shot
out of a grenade launcher.

Nelson’s bill is now law, as are several
other measures all designed to protect
our bases that the West Valley backed te-
naciously.

The second example is just emerging,
and the strategy is a carbon copy of the
West Valley’s success against El Paso
Gas. Resolutions are being crafted for
presentation to city councils.

The county supervisors already have
passed theirs, and state lawmakers are
on the verge of doing so. Farmers near
Luke are highly supportive, and the base
is intently watching the show because
the ramifications are huge — both long-
term and short-term.

The resolutions give support to the
principle of land exchanges, as in trad-
ing federal lands managed by the Bu-
reau of Land Management for the pri-
vate lands that ring Luke which have
been the subject of years of contentious
debate over encroaching subdivisions
that threaten Luke’s mission.

Talk, as in regional cooperation or

There are two groups actively trying
to sign up land owners — the Olympia
Management Group, which had a role in
a trade that established a safety zone at
Nellis AFB-in Las Vegas, and the Luke
Preservation Trust, which consists of
several local homebuilding companies.

The concept is an exeiting prospect
that would, if successful, do several im-
portant things. x

One, it would lock up lands near the
base, foreclose the possibility of further
encroachment on the base and preserve
the base mission to train F-16 pilots.

Two, it would be a‘clear signal to the
Department of Defense that Arizona is a
full-fledged partner in protecting Luke,
and its success there could be used at
other bases, most notably Davis-Mon-
than in Tucson that’s facing the same
pressures.

Three, the West Valley.=~ make that
Arizona — could breathe a sigh of relief
that its $1.4 billion economic engine will
be around for a long time. With this kind
of protection and commitment, we be-
lieve the Base Closure and Realignment
Commission could not, in good con-
science, put Luke on its list next year.

Four, West Valley landowners would
no longer be in limbo, wondering if they
ever will get fair market value for lands
that have been devalued by their prox-
imity to the base and their inability to
sell because of use limitations.

Olympia has signed option contracts
with the owners of 6,000 acres. If Con-
gress passes a bill authorizing a trade of
these lands for BLM lands elsewhere
Olympia will pay the landowners for
their property.

Olympia, in turn, would trade that
acreage to the federal government in ex-
change for developable BLM elsewhere,
presumably in the path of development
on the west side.

Land exchanges are incredibly com-
plex and there are many hurdles to over-
come, including an assurance that there
are no environmental issues and apprais-
als. But the prospect of protecting Luke
has the West Valley talking, as well it
should.

So, we say, keep working. The preser-
vation of Luke is vital to the region’s
economy, and land exchanges hold out
hope for securing Luke’s mission well
into the future.
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