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Closure (BRAC)

Frederico Bartels

or five years, Congress has denied the Pen-

tagon’s request to save resources and better
manage its bases across the country through a new
round of Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC).
This year, the Defense Department (DOD) has once
again requested the authorization for a new round of
BRAC. Congress should authorize it.

Optimally, the Congress would grant the DOD
more authority to modify its infrastructure with-
out interference from Congress. Absent those new
authorities, granting a new round of BRACs is one
way that Congress can support DODe efforts to
spend taxpayer dollars more efficiently. It benefits
the Armed Forces by reducing the need to maintain
unnecessary bases, and allows resources associated
with facilities maintenance to be allocated to higher
priorities, particularly the rebuilding of the capabil-
ities and readiness of the military.

BRAC opponents cite concerns that the military
will close installations that might be needed in a
period of military rebuilding. These concerns are
unfounded: BRAC guidance can be crafted to pre-
vent such a situation. As Congress deliberates the
2018 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), it
must take into account the financial benefits for the
Armed Forces of a new round of BRAC.

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at
http://report.heritage.org/ib4725

The Heritage Foundation

214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE
Washington, DC 20002

(202) 546-4400 | heritage.org

Nothing written here is to be construed as necessarily reflecting the views
of The Heritage Foundation or as an attempt to aid or hinder the passage
of any bill before Congress.

BRAC Enhances Military Readiness

The first round of BRAC took place in 1988 as a
compromise between the executive and legislative
branches to tackle the politically challenging task
of closing or modifying military bases. Due to legal
restrictions created by Congress in 1977, the DOD
has very little leeway to manage its own infrastruc-
ture without congressional approval.! These legal
restrictions make it extremely challenging for the
department to execute any closures or realignments
on its own and forces it to rely on the BRAC process.
After authorizing a new round of BRAC, Congress
should start areview of these restrictions and aim to
empower the DOD to manage a larger portion of its
infrastructure on its own.

Previous rounds of BRAC have resulted in close
to $12 billion in annual recurring savings, proving
to be a powerful instrument in rationalizing the
DOD’s infrastructure footprint. Yet it is an imper-
fect instrument. The failings of past BRAC rounds
have been analyzed by the Government Account-
ability Office (GAO) and are not intrinsically associ-
ated to the BRAC process itself. In this regard, Con-
gress can learn from past rounds to assess what has
worked and what has not in order to draft BRAC
language that strives for cost savings while avoiding
the pitfalls of previous rounds.> Shortcomings were
particularly evident in the 2005 process, where ele-
ments such as increased construction requirements
and the emphasis on transforming the military foot-
print resulted in considerable cost overruns.

According to a March 2016 DOD report requested
by Congress, the department carries at least 22 per-
cent of excess basing.® The report further shows that
every armed service carries excess infrastructure:




ISSUE BRIEF | NO. 4725
JUNE 26, 2017

the Armyhas 33 percent, the Air Force has 32 percent,
the Navy has 7 percent, and the DOD-wide Defense
Logistics Agency has 12 percent. Even this assess-
ment underestimates excess basing capacity, since
the report was based on projection of space required,
not actual facilities. A more accurate assessment
cannot be accomplished until Congress allows the
DOD to spend funds to perform this analysis.
Supporting excess infrastructure means that
DOD is currently forced to pay to maintain installa-
tions that are either extremely underutilized or com-
pletely unnecessary. The financial resources dedi-
cated to such maintenance could have been directed
to legitimate military priorities. A new round is esti-
mated to generate $2 billion annually in savings.*

Principles that Should Shape the New
Round of BRAC

The new BRAC round must learn from the short-
comings and successes of previous rounds. As such,
Congress should authorize a new round of BRAC
that: (1) mandates savings; (2) sets a specific infra-
structure reduction goal; (3) assesses any reductions
against the force structure contemplated in the new
National Security Strategy; and (4) improves Cost of
Base Realignment Actions (COBRA) and tracking of
BRAC actions.

1. Mandating that all closures and realignment
generate savings. The initial rounds of BRAC
in the 1990s were “primarily focused on achiev-

ing savings by reducing excess infrastructure.”
The most recent BRAC round in 2005 focused
first on transforming the military, then on foster-
ing jointness in the force and, lastly, on produc-
ing savings. The last round was an exception that
should not be repeated. The primary purpose of a
new round of BRAC should be on reducing excess
DOD spending, not other purposes.

The orientation toward creating savings has been
outlined by The Heritage Foundation experts,
who stated that a new BRAC round should “be
specified to save money [and] that savings be real-
ized in five years.” This would be a considerable
departure from the 2005 BRAC round, which had
30 recommendations that, according to the GAO,
“were not expected to resultin 20-year net present
value savings.””

Congress should include in its authorization a
directive that every recommendation needs to
generate savings within five years. This would
show a strong commitment to savings in a new
round. House Armed Services Committee Rank-
ing Member Adam Smith (D-WA) includes such
arequirement in his proposed BRAC legislation.®

Setting a realistic infrastructure reduc-
tion goal. Historically, BRAC rounds have each
accounted for a 5 percent reduction of DOD infra-
structure.” A new round should have a realistic
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reduction goal to guide the work of both the DOD
and BRAC commissioners. The 1995 BRAC round
sought to reduce infrastructure by at least 15
percent.'”

Conversely, the 2005 round did not include any
such goal, demonstrating the focus on transfor-
mation rather than reduction of excess. A real-
istic target would rebuild trust with lawmakers
that currently oppose the BRAC process, as well
as alleviating initial DOD infrastructure man-
agement problems.

. Assessing BRAC guidance that meets force

structure requirements. The force structure
used in the March 2016 Capacity Assessment
was reflective of the plans of the Obama Admin-
istration for 2019. Most DOD officials and many
lawmakers consider the force structure levels
detailed in that guidance to be insufficient; a sub-
sequent assessment of excess capacity on this
guidance is therefore not reflective of the future
needs of the military.

Congress should frame its BRAC guidance to
DOD around new assessments of force structure
requirements such as the new National Security
Strategy, which the Trump Administration is
currently developing. This would reflect a fresh
assessment of military capacity requirements
that many predict will be more realistic.

Improving COBRA and tracking of BRAC out-
comes. Many military analysts and politicians
found the most damaging aspect of the 2005
BRAC round to be the cost overruns associated
with mandated construction in realigned bases.
As stated by the GAO, “14 of the 182 BRAC recom-

mendations accounted for about 72 percent of the
cost increase, or about $10.2 billion”"! and “the
cost increases were mostly a result of increased
military construction costs.”'?

To avoid these cost overruns, Congress should
require an update to the COBRA software. In
2005, COBRA did not account for all of the costs
associated with BRAC actions, which partly con-
tributed to unforeseen cost overruns associated
with that round’s actions.

Additionally, the DOD should improve how it
tracks the financial outcomes of BRAC actions.”
The technological improvements in modeling
and financial management should contribute to
better accounting and better cost comparisons.
After all, the last time the DOD executed a BRAC,
the first iPhones were a pipe dream.

The Way Forward for Rebuilding the
Military Needs to Include BRAC

As Secretary of Defense James Mattis argued
recently, “BRAC is one of the most successful and
significant efficiency programs” in which the DOD
has engaged."* The 115th Congress should have the
courage and discipline to authorize a new round of
BRAC. The authorizing legislation should avoid cost
overruns, emphasize closings and realignments that
save money in five years, and be based on a realistic
future force structure. U.S. Armed Forces and tax
dollars are too precious to waste on needless bases,
infrastructure and maintenance.

—Frederico Bartels is Policy Analyst for Defense
Budgeting in the Center for National Defense, of
the Kathryn and Shelby Cullum Davis Institute for
Natonal Security and Foreign Policy, at The Heritage
Foundation.
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