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Preparing for BRAC Can Pay Added Dividends for States 
 
Right-sizing the American military amid an ever-changing international landscape has 
never been an easy job. As America’s armed forces transitioned from World War II, to 
the Cold War, to the post-Cold War and now to an era of asymmetric warfare, Congress 
and the Department of Defense (DOD) have regularly had to re-evaluate the needs, 
efficiency, and readiness of our nation’s combat-related operations. It is a task that’s 
never complete. 
 

A major part of that assessment for the past 
three decades has been the Base Realignment 
and Closure (BRAC) process. It was created by 
Congress in the 1980s to allow the military to 
divest itself of infrastructure deemed excess. 
Typically, a commission reviews a list of 
installations intended for closure that is 
developed by the Department of Defense and 
makes its recommendations to the president, the 

president approves the list, and Congress casts 
an up or down vote on the entire proposal.  
 
When done well, it helps the Pentagon give our 
nation utmost protection at the lowest reasonable 
cost to taxpayers. But it is also a somewhat 
inexact science, involving as it does predictions 
and estimates of the nature of foreign and 
domestic threats to national security years 
hence. As such, it is bound to prompt debate if 

not argument among commission members, the military and elected officials at various 
levels. It can also produce angst and fear – and lobbying – among those whose 
economic or political interests are tied to particular facilities. 
 
For states that are home to installations, ramifications can be significant. Because 
BRAC criteria evolve with military necessities, states should help their bases to be 



flexible, and fundamentally sound.  But those imperatives also present an opportunity to 
maximize the military’s potential as a local economic engine, much like any other 
industry. 
  
Pennsylvania has learned some challenging lessons from previous five BRAC rounds in 
1988, 1991, 1993, 1995, and 2005. We lost 18,913 direct jobs through outright closure 
of eight facilities, a reduction in operations at another, and the closure as a federal 
installation (but transferred to the state) of one more. Our losses were exceeded only by 
California’s. We currently have 10 major military bases within our borders. 
 
Our efforts to address the possible impacts of the BRAC process now span two 
decades, culminating in the passage last year of legislation by which Pennsylvania will 
adopt an integrated approach among federal, state and local governments, the general 
public and private businesses -- not only to preserve our military installations but also to 
increase the value they bring to the broader public.  
 
Beginning in 1996 following several major BRAC hits, and continuing through 
administrations of multiple governors, Pennsylvania had established several committees 
that were organized to deal with future BRAC rounds. In the 2005 BRAC, our retention 
rate of defense jobs was 93 percent, the best to date.  
 
After the 2008 recession, the latest iteration of the committee was defunded and staff 
eliminated in 2009. The commission continued on a volunteer basis until 2010. In 2011 
the legislature picked up the baton, and formed the Military Installation and Base 
Development Caucus. (As a state Senator at the time and captain in the Pennsylvania 
Army National Guard, I was a member.) At the urging of local advocates and the 
caucus, the governor established a commission in 2012. 
 
To give the effort permanent structure and a well defined mission, the legislature then 
unanimously passed a bill in 2014 transitioning to the statutorily created Pennsylvania 
Military Community Enhancement Commission (PMCEC). It has 17 members -- the 
lieutenant governor, four appointees by legislative leaders, and 12 appointees by the 
governor. The gubernatorial appointees must include someone with experience as a 
senior military officer (typically a three- or four-star flag officer), 10 members with 
operational knowledge of our military installations, and one economic development 
expert. 
 
At the first meeting of the PMCEC in April 2015, the body elected me to be chairman. 
 
The legislation spells out a number of duties for the commission. One of the primary 
objectives is to establish a long-term relationship with each military installation and 
defense-related organization within the state, and to engage stakeholders at all levels. 
 
In addition, the commission is to monitor closely activities at the federal level that would 
positively or negatively impact our military installations, and is to advocate at the 



federal, state and local levels for the enhancement of our military facilities and defense-
related organizations. 
 
The commission will also advise on the expansion of economic development 
opportunities and identify funding sources to aid that effort. We want to encourage 
Pennsylvania companies to deal with installations – to provide goods built in 
Pennsylvania and services that are locally sourced. That’s a win/win that will help our 
installations save money on procurement and help our businesses expand their client 
base. 
 
One key focus will be on our congressional delegation. The commission wants to create 
and maintain a strong relationship with them, keeping them abreast of the role 
Pennsylvania installations are playing in our national defense activity, and keeping them 
mindful that there is a state agency to which they can turn when they learn of potential 
changes, or opportunities, related to military functions. 
 
We are also are examining the federal grant money available through the Defense 
Industry Assistance Program, to make sure Pennsylvania companies negatively 
impacted by the downturn in DOD contracts are taking advantage of such funding. 
 
Recognizing that each BRAC round has had different criteria and goals, one of the 
commission’s underlying principles is to pre-emptively address any issues that might 
negatively impact the assessment of a facility, and to proactively seek ways of 
increasing a facility’s value. We want to assist the installation or organization in 
acquiring new missions, address environmental and encroachment concerns, find ways 
to fund development on the installation to enhance and expand mission capability, and 
coordinate public-private partnerships to increase savings and efficiency. 
 
This will assist us in retaining defense-related functions when another BRAC round 
comes, but it should pay a dividend beyond just the improvement of bases.  
By leaning forward and making the bases more valuable to the DOD, it is possible to 
make them more valuable to the community as well. States can perform a real service 
to their statewide and local economies just as a bi-product of BRAC preparation. 
 
Our legislature recognized this when it placed PMCEC under the umbrella of our 
Department of Community and Economic Development. Essentially, it means a state 
can go from being on the defensive in protecting against BRAC closures to being on the 
offensive in magnifying the opportunities that the presence of a military base provides.  
 
Plans for another BRAC round are unclear at this time. The Pentagon would like to 
pursue one in 2017, but Congress may want to wait until 2019. Meanwhile, the DOD 
faces constantly tight financial pressures – rising costs for personnel, pensions, and 
care for service members; rising energy costs; rising legacy costs, procurement of 
advanced technology, and unpredictable operational requirements associated with 
deployment overseas are among the challenges facing the department. If a BRAC is not 



authorized, the services may opt to take steps outside of a BRAC to bring fiscal relief – 
known as “death by a thousand cuts.” 
 
Despite that uncertainly, however, states can still benefit from being prepared for the 
BRAC process, even if the facilities within its borders ultimately are never threatened 
with closure. By making the bases integral parts of and assets to the local community 
and local economy, states can produce added value, over and above the primary 
purpose of serving our national security interests. 
 
Mike Stack is serving his first term as Pennsylvania Lieutenant Governor. 
 

 
 
 


