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McCain blasts Surprise
Senator gives mayor a tongue-lashing for endangering Luke AFB mission
by Darryl Henning
associate editor 

U.S. Sen. John McCain, R-Arizona, visited Luke Air Force Base last week, bringing both praise and rebuke with him. 
After meeting privately with base commander Brig. Gen. (select) Philip Breedlove and other command staff the morning of May 27, McCain met for about an hour with the members of the Fighter Country Coalition, a consortium of predominantly West Valley government officials, landowners and developers dedicated to preserving Luke and its mission.
“Thank you for all of your hard work. I’m very grateful,” McCain told the roughly 50 coalition members in attendance, including state Sen. Robert Blendu, R-District 12; Maricopa County Supervisor Max Wilson, R-District 5; Mayor-elect Jim Cavanaugh and City Manager Steve Cleveland from Goodyear; and Avondale Councilwoman Betty Lynch.
“I was very surprised and very disturbed, however, by the recent actions of Surprise, ” the senator added, looking at Surprise Mayor Joan Shafer and referring to that City Council’s May 22 decisions to approve developments close to the base, some within its noise contours. 
“The Air Force will be going forward with a lawsuit to try and prevent them from happening. I’m deeply disappointed, also with El Mirage. I’ve seen bulldozers in that area — that’s not right.”

Gila Bend earns praise
Shafer tried to defend her city’s actions, saying that the council had followed the advice of its city attorneys, who said the developments were in compliance with state law regarding one-house-per-acre development in the area, that zoning was in place before 2001 when the law went into effect and that the city and council members “faced lawsuits” if the approval hadn’t come through.
“I don’t want to debate you,” McCain replied. “It is clear what areas the Air Force has stated unequivocally they need to not have its mission encroached.”
McCain was to meet with the governor that afternoon, and planned to get the state Attorney General’s Office involved in the matter as well, he said. 
McCain also praised Gila Bend for its action in rejecting approval of a proposed air cargo transport facility near the entrance to the Goldwater Range southwest of the city. 
“The Barry M. Goldwater Range is one of the last places in America where the military can have live ordnance training now that Vieques is closed” the senator said, referring to the recent termination of naval bombing on the Puerto Rican island of Vieques. “That was a severe economic hit to Gila Bend, but we appreciate its concern” for Luke.
“We couldn’t be more complimentary of Gila Bend for trying to square that situation away,” Breedlove added. “It jumped out ahead of our issues there.”
Breedlove also praised DMB Associates, developer of the Verrado home development at the southern base of the White Tank Mountains, near Luke’s Southern Departure Corridor.
“We’ve been intimately involved with the developers and have been incredibly successful there. They’ve changed some things and were very willing to work with us,” Breedlove said, even though DMB was grandfathered in before military base compatible land use statutes “and could have thumbed their nose at us.”
John Bradley, general manager of the Verrado development, was present to receive to the praise. 

Update on preservation efforts 
McCain updated coalition members on federal funding efforts for Luke preservation, reiterating the successful $13 million appropriation last year for land acquisition around the base. 
‘This session, we’re working on another $14 million allocation, but until the final uses for the first $13 million are identified, it’s hard to identify other needs,” he said, asking Breedlove to elaborate on the first $13 million. 
“The money primarily will be applied to secure land around the munitions storage area, with the balance to be applied for land in the Southern Departure Corridor,” Breedlove said.
Air Force personnel currently are working on pricing real estate, about 230 to 270 acres around the munitions storage area, he added. 
“That study should be done by fall, and by mid-to-late 2004, we should sign documents for purchase of the land. In order to address the Southern Departure Corridor, we have to know how much money we’ll have left,” Breedlove said, adding he hoped to have half of the $13 million left for the corridor. 
Congressman Trent Franks, R-District 2, accompanied the senator on the Luke visit.
“There’s a $14.3 million authorization in the Senate, thanks in large part to Sen. McCain,” Trent told the audience. “It’s now headed for a conference committee.”
Franks sits on subcommittee of the House Armed Services Committee that recently voted to abolish the Base Realignment and Closure Commission, he said. 
“We knew that was not going to last, but it gave us the ability to define clearer criteria for closing bases,” which will make the closure of Luke “extremely improbable,” Franks added. 
The president will be appointing members to the Base Realignment and Closure Commission by the end of the year, McCain said.
“In early 2004, the BRAC will start meeting, and by the end of that year, it will make its recommendations,” McCain said. “Congress has only two choices — accept or reject, and every Congress in history always has approved the recommendations. 
“Keep up the good work.”

Darryl Henning can be reached by e-mail at dhenning@westvalleyview.com.
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