V: Military aviation
Eglin Air Force Base • Hurlburt Field • Duke Field • Fort Rucker • Camp Shelby
NAS Whiting Field • NAS Pensacola • Coast Guard Air Station New Orleans
National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center • Tyndall Air Force Base
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center Mobile • Keesler Air Force Base
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Gulf Coast’s military might
The Gulf Coast region has
one of the nation’s largest
concentrations of military
bases, with many focused
on aviation-related
activities...

Mississippi

Louisiana

R

esidents of the nation’s Gulf Coast
don’t tolerate very well any complaints about the noise of military
aircraft passing overhead or the rumbling of ordnance being tested at a nearby military installation.
That, they tell the uninitiated or the uniformed, is the “Sound of Freedom.”
A new sound of freedom is soon to be heard
in the skies over Northwest Florida as the F-35
Lightning II Joint Strike Fighter arrives at Eglin
Air Force Base along with a training center being opened to accommodate the Air Force’s
“fifth generation” fighter.
The establishment of the F-35 training center
at Eglin has been eagerly anticipated, in part for
the economic impact it will have on the surrounding area.
The multimillion-dollar Joint Strike Fighter
Integrated Training Center is being built to accommodate 59 aircraft. And aviators who come
to Eglin to learn the intricacies of the F-35 will
use some mind-blowing training equipment, including a high-fidelity 360-degree cockpit display and state-of-the-art helmets that look
somewhat robotic.

By Tom McLaughlin

Alabama

Florida

Tcp illustration, Google Earth map

Story at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•

Three Gulf Coast I-10 bases are among
the nation’s largest in replacement value
12 bases aviation focused, including pilot
training, weapons development
Region hosts three commands, one
involved in aviation activities
Contractors in region awarded $47 billion
from military between 2000 and 2010
Land and Gulf of Mexico water ranges
available for training
Home to one of the nation’s four ANG
combat readiness training centers

The first students, pilots and maintenance personnel, are expected to arrive at Eglin in late
2011 to learn about the jet that will be the key
strike fighter for the Navy, Marine Corps, Air
Force and allied nations.
While the training center is a major addition to
the region, it’s but a single military activity
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Lockheed Martin photo

The F-35 Joint Strike Fighter’s first training center will be at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla. The first aircraft is expected to arrive in late 2011. It will be used by the Air Force, Navy and Marines, and allied nations.

among many on the Gulf Coast, which has one
of the highest concentrations of bases in the
nation - and among the most valuable in sheer
dollars.
The Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2010 Baseline lists Eglin, Naval
Air Station Pensacola, Fla., and Keesler Air
Force Base, Miss., as among the largest sites in
the continental U.S. in terms of plant replacement values - $8.6 billion for the three alone.
Eglin and NAS Pensacola are among the top
three in value in all of Florida, and Keesler is the
most valuable in Mississippi.
Dollars aside, the Gulf Coast is home to several major commands and has activities involving every branch of the military and Coast
Guard. Twelve installations between Panama
City, Fla., and New Orleans have aviation missions. Other bases are involved in activities that
include cyber training and underwater warfare.
The size of the military footprint in the region
makes it a huge engine of the economy, with an

estimated annual impact on the order of some
$18 billion.
The bases bring in federal dollars through personnel paychecks spent in the local community,
and they’re a source of income for local businesses that provide services, from lawn care to
defense equipment. More than 3,400 companies
in 12 Gulf Coast counties and parishes were
awarded $47 billion through 46,000 contracts
between 2000 and 2010.1
The military’s presence has attracted companies big and small, established and startups. Preeminent among these are defense companies
involved in military aviation activities who want
to be close to the end user of their products.
And with the trend towards consolidation,
there’s every chance the military footprint will
grow larger.
Long-time presence

There has been a military presence in the region for 400 years, and its connection to aero-
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space extends back 100 years to the establishment of naval aviation training in Pensacola, Fla. Before World War II, other air
fields were established in the region.
Part of the reason the Gulf Coast was
attractive back then was the number of
days, on average about 300, with good
flying and training conditions. It didn’t
hurt either that the region had a number
of visionary senior Congressional leaders
who saw the military bases as a good way
to develop the region.
Over the years the Gulf Coast has manAir National Guard photo
aged to retain most of its bases and, seem- An F-15 on the tarmac at the Gulfport-Biloxi
International
ingly, its pull in Congress. Base realignAirport in Mississippi. The airport is the location of the Air
ment and closings have benefitted bases in National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center.
this region, particularly Eglin. It scored a
major coup in November 2005 when it was cho- Milton. The complex employs 9,600 military
sen as the new home for the Army 7th Special personnel and 6,800 civilians.
Forces (Airborne) and the Joint Strike Fighter
In Northwest Florida alone, hundreds of busitraining center.
nesses have moved in or been created from
scratch to provide for the needs of facilities like
Eglin’s Air Armament Center, which oversees
The clusters
While there are military and Coast Guard ac- the test and evaluation of Air Force navigation,
command and weapons systems.
tivities spread throughout the Gulf Coast,
About 35 percent of Northwest Florida’s reNorthwest Florida and South Mississippi have
gional output is driven by defense spending,
the two largest clusters of bases.
Northwest Florida is home to 724-square-mile much more than in other Florida regions, according to the Economic Development Council
Eglin, one of the largest bases in the world. It
of Okaloosa County. The military has an estistretches across three counties and claims domated $15.5 billion annual economic impact in
minion over 134,000 miles of air space and
123,000 miles of water range. Eglin’s facilities, five Northwest Florida counties, Escambia,
from labs to training ranges, are used by every Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, Walton and Bay, according to the University of West Florida’s Haas
branch of the military as well as defense conCenter for Business and Economic Developtractors. Two adjacent bases, Duke Field and
Hurlburt Field, help comprise what is known as ment.
In Okaloosa County, home to the Eglin main
the Eglin complex, where an estimated 15,000
complex,
Duke and Hurlburt fields, defensemilitary and associated personnel are stationed.
To the east of Eglin lie Tyndall Air Force Base related spending accounts for close to three
and the Naval Surface Warfare Center.. To the quarters of its economic activity.2
“The aerospace industry in Okaloosa County
west of Eglin, the Pensacola Naval Air Station
complex is the westernmost Florida base. NAS and the Northwest Florida area offer the most
substantial growth opportunities and the best
Pensacola, Saufley Field and Corry Station are
match to the region’s business climate,” said
all in Pensacola and NAS Whiting Field is in
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Combined, the military has an
annual estimated $2 billion economic impact on the South Mississippi economy.3
With most of South Mississippi’s
bases in Harrison County, economic development leaders there
are acutely aware of the significance.
“We in Harrison County can say
we are the knowledge center for
military training and we are playing
a key role in the nation’s defense
and security, deploying troops
worldwide and acting as a key operational and logistics center,” said
Air Force photo
Larry Barnett, executive director of
The Air Force Special Operations AC-130 gunship’s primary role is
the Harrison County Development
close air support, air interdiction and force protection. The most charCommission.
acteristic feature of the gunship is its ability to circle a target and put
sustained firepower on a target. In the Gulf Coast region, the gunships
“South Mississippi has leadingare based at Florida’s Hurlburt Field and Duke Field.
edge research and practical experience with composites that go into
Larry Sassano, president of the Okaloosa
aircraft; it has plants that use composites to
County Economic Development Council.
make a variety of products; it builds warships
Rep. Jeff Miller, R-Fla., chairman of the
capable of launching robot aircraft; satellite
House Veterans’ Affairs Committee, said the
builders whose high-flying craft and remote senpresence of military men and women “is not
sors are key to command and control as well as
only an important part of our history, it is also surveillance; it has the companies that build the
part of our culture and our economy. We are
engines that power spacecraft and engine testing
proud and honored to have them as members
facilities,” Barnett said.
of our community.”
While the activities in the region are varied,
South Mississippi’s military muscle is centered there are several that jump out. Bases in the rearound Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, where gion serve as a vast schoolhouse where hunthousands go for electronics training; the Air
dreds of technical courses are taught to thouNational Guard’s Combat Readiness Training
sands of students. The region serves as an aviaCenter in Gulfport, where trained aviators come tion training center for pilots, navigators and
to hone their fighting skills or for preweapons officers. It also is where experienced
deployment training; the Naval Construction
personnel come to hone their war-fighting skills.
Battalion Center in Gulfport, home of the East
Coast Seabees; Camp Shelby near Hattiesburg, a Aviation training
vast National Guard training site and preTwo Navy bases on the Gulf Coast are indeployment staging area; and Navy activities at volved in the initial training of aviators. Naval
NASA’s John C. Stennis Space Center, home of Air Station Pensacola, which began training nathe Naval Oceanographic Office that provides val aviators while Orville Wright was still alive,
crucial atmospheric and oceanographic informa- is the oldest. It’s the primary training base for all
tion to troops deployed worldwide.
Navy, Marine and Coast Guard aviators.
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Defense contracts
Location

Defense contractors

Dollars awarded 2000-2010

Contracts 2000-2010

Jackson County, MS

145

$18,764,599,939

982

Orleans Parish, LA

395

$7,537,314,517

5,406

Okaloosa County, FL

480

$7,352,408,017

6,732

Bay County, FL

374

$5,360,481,464

5,574

St. Tammany Parish, LA

196

$2,255,243,718

8,615

Mobile County, AL

444

$2,046,039,858

3,685

Escambia County, FL

553

$2,038,319,577

10,295

Harrison County, MS

453

$1,210,629,678

2,811

Santa Rosa County, FL

152

$242,230,603

856

Hancock County, MS

57

$156,690,817

341

Baldwin County, AL

122

$66,114,107

701

Walton County, FL

35

$8,561,958

214

3,406

$47,038,634,253

46,206

TOTALS

Source: GovernmentContractsWon.com. (Compiled May 11, 2011)

The base’s Sherman Field is home to the
Navy’s Blue Angels flight demonstration team
that thrills thousands each year with air shows
around the world, but it’s also home of Training
Air Wing SIX, which provides flight training for
Navy and Marine aviator prospects and navigation and combat systems training to Air Force
officers.
To the northeast of Pensacola is Naval Air
Station Whiting Field, near Milton. Promoters
of the base boast that it’s the “busiest naval air
station in the world,” with 46 percent of the naval air command’s total flight time logged there.
Whiting Field also claims to account for 10
percent of all flight time credited to Navy and
Marine aviators. Some 1,200 military pilots complete flight training at Whiting Field each year.
The base houses four training squadrons, three
fixed wing squadrons and a helicopter squadron.

Air Force, Army and allied nation aviators also
receive training at NAS Whiting Field. The
iconic orange and white paint schemes of the
training aircraft used there are frequently seen
flying around the region as they utilize not only
the air strips from their own base, but more
than 8,200 acres of land forming a network of
outlying fields (OLF).
More advanced aviation training takes place at
two other bases in the region, both Air Force
installations.
Tyndall Air Force Base, about a dozen miles
from Panama City, Fla., hosts the 325th Fighter
Wing, whose responsibility includes training pilots to fly the F-22 Raptor, one of the nation’s
premier fighters.
Eglin Air Force base has been training pilots
for decades, and with the long anticipated,
sometimes controversial and much heralded
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Air Force photo

A Hurricane Hunter on the tarmac on a winter day. The aircraft are assigned to the 403rd Reserve Wing at Keesler
Air Force Base, Miss., near Biloxi.

arrival of the F-35 Lightning II Joint Strike
Force fighter, the F-35 training center will be set
up as the training base for the men and women
who will fly and maintain the aircraft.
When the center is at full initial strength, there
will be 59 planes. A projected 1,563 personnel
and 1,714 dependents will arrive with the F-35s.
Helicopter training is conducted not only at
Florida’s NAS Whiting Field, but also across the
state line in Alabama at the Army’s Fort Rucker,
home to the 1st Aviation Brigade and the 110th
Aviation Brigade, which is responsible for Army
aviation training.
Another Fort Rucker tenant is the Air Force
23rd Flying Training Squadron, responsible for
training Air Force helicopter pilots. Three heliports are located on the base, which also houses
air traffic control services and flight simulation
support. Graduate level training is provided for

the pilots and crews of the sophisticated and
lethal Apache and Kiowa helicopters.
Honing skills

In addition to providing initial and advanced
aviator training, the Gulf Coast is where experienced aviators nationwide can hone their skills.
Active duty and reserve aviators come to the
region for the variety of ranges that are available, including land ranges at Florida’s Eglin and
Mississippi’s Camp Shelby, and water ranges
over the Gulf of Mexico.
Tyndall’s 325th Fighter Wing is “the home of
air dominance training,” which in the past pitted
two teams flying a variety of aircraft, including F
-22s, F-15s and B-52 bombers in live air simulated battle.
“It’s about being able to impart knowledge
and experience,” Lt. Col. Mark Hayes told the
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wind up learning a skill that often
follows them to civilian life.
The massive education complex
spread throughout the Gulf Coast
region annually schools thousands
of military and civilian personnel
from every branch of service,
other federal agencies and allied
nations.
The Navy’s Education and
Training Command, responsible
for Navy training worldwide, is
located in Pensacola. NAS Pensacola houses hangars, classrooms
and laboratories in a huge facility
fondly known as The Mega Building. The Mega Building is where
Air Force photo
An F-16C of the 177th Fighter Wing heads back to New Jersey after
“aviation specialists” for the
the wing participated in Combat Archer training at Tyndall Air Force
Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air
Base, Fla. Aircraft from outside the Gulf Coast participate in exercises
Force and Army, as well as those
throughout the Gulf Coast region.
from allied nations, come to receive training.
media organization Air-Attack.com after a “War The runway at Saufley Field, not far from
Day” training battle hosted by Tyndall in 2008. NAS Pensacola, offers a nice distraction as a site
Combat skills training also occurs in Missiswhere training aviators practice “touch and go”
sippi at the Air National Guard Combat Readi- landing techniques, but Saufley’s real focus is
ness Training Center, a 220-acre site at Gulfport the technical education of military members. It’s
Biloxi International Airport that not only con- home to the Naval Education and Training Protrols the air combat activity, but also serves as a gram Development Center. It’s from Saufley
pre-deployment training site for ground person- that the nation’s 60 college ROTC programs
nel. An estimated 17,000 to 20,000 men and
and nearly 450 high school junior ROTC prowomen Air National Guard and Air Force Re- grams are administered.
serve flight personnel are trained at the location, Saufley Field employs 1,000 military and civillogging 25,000 training days a month.
ian workers and houses 10 Department of DeTo the north of Gulfport is Camp Shelby, the fense tenants with an education function, inlargest state owned training site in the nation
cluding the Naval General Library Program, an
with 135,000 acres provided for air-to-ground
information network available to Naval personweapons training and low altitude airspace.
nel at home and abroad, the Navy Voluntary
Education program and the Naval Education
and Training Command Automated InformaThe military as educator
While primarily a fighting force, the military is tion system.
NAS Whiting Field in Milton provides learna premier post-secondary organization. It’s a
university, two-year-college and vocational tech- ing opportunities to aspiring mechanics and
technicians at its Center for Aviation Technical
nical training school all rolled into one. Thousands of men and women enter the military and Training Detachment.
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Air Force photo

An F-15 is fitted with an improved radar system to test at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla..
Electronic/cyber warriors

In an age where computer attacks occur daily,
cyber security is one of the hottest fields in the
military, where it falls under the more generic
umbrella of information dominance.
Information dominance involves being able to
protect U.S. communication assets, as well as
having the ability to attack an enemy’s cyber capabilities. The Gulf Coast has three bases with
significant training activities.
Mississippi’s Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi
is home of the Air Force’s electronics training
programs. The base, one of the Air Force’s largest technical schools, has graduated more than
2.2 million students since 1942. Some 20,000 to
25,000 students go through the system every
year, according to an annual report on the military in South Mississippi that’s published by the

Harrison County Economic Development Commission’s Communicator newsletter..
Keesler’s 81st Training Wing is where the Air
Force focuses all its electronics training, including computer and communication systems and,
notably, cyber security. The wing also trains personnel in air traffic control, weather, personnel
finance and force support.
The base is where the nation’s new breed of
cyber warriors receive their initial training,
whether they’re straight out of basic or experienced personnel. The cyber training curriculum
was developed by realigning and adding to
courses taught at Keesler for years.
To the east of Keesler in Florida, the Navy’s
Corry Station, part of the Pensacola Naval Complex, is known as the Navy’s Center for Information Dominance.
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Manned by just over 600 military and some 70
civilian personnel, Corry Station is used by all
branches of the military service, as well as other
federal agencies. It trains 7,000 to 7,500 students
each year and has an average student load of
1,400 at any given time.
Students come to Corry Station to receive
technical training in cryptology, equipment
maintenance and communication, signal analysis
and the operation and maintenance of the technology required to conduct electronic warfare.
Further to the east at Hurlburt Field, intermediate level cyber soldiers receive training at a
17,000 square foot building set up for the Air
Force’s 39th Information Operation Squadron
located there. At Hurlburt officers take classes in
military deception and operational security. Military deception classes are offered to operational
level planners.
Keesler-trained personnel often leave Mississippi to further their training in Florida, either at
Corry Station or Hurlburt Field.

The Navy at Stennis Space Center
In addition to all the military bases in the region,
there’s also a sizeable operation at NASA’s John C.
Stennis Space Center, where the Navy with more than
2,000 people is the largest tenant. It’s the home of the
Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command,
which provides oceanographic and atmospheric information for the fleet worldwide.
The commands’ Naval Oceanographic Office utilizes
many tools, including aircraft, satellite and unmanned
underwater vehicles to collect data.
NAVOCEANO occupies 630,000 square feet of space
at Stennis, including a new $42 million Ocean Science
Building. It converts the intelligence information it collects into data that can be used to help naval and other
military units in planning operations and making tactical decisions.
About 200 Navy SEALS, comprising several teams,
train each year at SSC. They use the Naval Special Warfare Group 4’s Western Maneuver Area. They’ve been
training there since completion of a facility built along
two rivers, the Pearl and the Mike, that allows live ammunition practice and training in jungle fighting techniques.

The laboratories

Gulf Coast bases also serve as research labs
and proving grounds. The region is home to
multibillion-dollar facilities that conduct research, development, testing and evaluation.
The Air Force Research Laboratory/
Munitions Directorate at Eglin conducts advanced research and development for airlaunched weapons tasked with defeating opposing weapons on the ground, in the air and in
space.
Eglin’s 53rd Wing tests all of the fighters,
bombers, unmanned aerial vehicles and weapons
systems in the Air Force inventory.
One of three regional Air Force Research
Laboratories is located at Tyndall. So is the Materials and Manufacturing Directorate, a facility
charged with finding better ways to utilize material and technologies as they are developed for
aerospace uses.
The Naval Surface Warfare Center, which calls
Panama City’s Naval Support Activity in Panama

City home, employs hundreds of scientists and
conducts research primarily focused on maritime
“warfare systems,” including mines.
But there’s an aerospace component as well. A
warfare center website lists one of its priorities
as research, planning, development and analysis
of “non-developmental (lightweight tactical) unmanned aerial vehicles.”
The unmanned aircraft are being looked at for
such military tasks as mine warfare, amphibious
warfare, diving and life support, underwater intelligence surveillance and reconnaissance.
Panama City’s Tyndall also provides operating
space for the 53rd Weapons Evaluation Group,
one of 30 Tyndall tenants. The Evaluation
Group reports to the 53rd Wing at Eglin Air
Force Base and manages offshore ranges over
the Gulf of Mexico. It directs target drone programs and evaluates the air-to-air and air-toground weapons systems testing.
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Army photo

Helicopter training at Fort Rucker, near Dothan, Ala. Fort Rucker is the Army’s aviation training center.

Hurlburt Field is home to the U.S. Air Force
Flight training and technical education are the Special Operations Command, the Air Force
component of the military’s unified U.S. Special
primary missions on the Gulf Coast, but the
trainers and teachers share the region and its re- Operations Command.
The Special Operations forces stationed at
sources with operational units that are deployed
Hurlburt Field are utilized all over the world.
worldwide.
The Continental U.S. North American Aero- The AC-130U gunship, the MC-130E Combat
Talon I and the MC-130H Combat Talon II fly
space Defense Command Region - First Air
out of Hurlburt and are equipped and mainForce (Air Forces Northern), based at Tyndall
tained there to fulfill specialized duties.
Air Force Base, is one of five numbered Air
Duke Field, five miles from Crestview and
Forces assigned to Air Combat Command. It
about
20 miles north of the Eglin main gate, is
has sole responsibility for ensuring the air sovereignty and air defense of the continental United home to the 919th Special Operations Wing, the
only special operations unit in the Air Force reStates, U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico.
serve.
As the Continental U.S. Region (CONR) for
NORAD, the bi-national North American Aero- In 2011, the U.S. Army Airborne 7th Special
Forces Group will arrive from Fort Bragg, N.C.
space Defense Command, CONR provides air
defense in the form of airspace surveillance and to take up residence at Duke Field. The unit will
airspace control.
Operational units
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bring an estimated 2,200 soldiers and with them
3,867 dependents.
At Duke, the Special Forces group will join the
1,300 reservists of the 919th Special Operations
Wing. The reservists maintain the M-130 E
Combat Talon and MC-130 P Combat Shadow
modified for covert operations and aerial refueling of Special Ops helicopters. The unit reports
to the Special Operations Command at Hurlburt
during times of war.

Mississippi’s Keesler is home of the 53rd
Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, the famed
“Hurricane Hunters” responsible for weather
reconnaissance missions flown for the 919th Department of Defense. Keesler is also home of
the 81st Tactical Airlift Unit, the “Flying Jennies,” who have been actively and consistently
involved in the war on terrorism.
One of the largest flying organizations on the
Gulf Coast is the 403rd Reserve Wing, also at

Military aviationaviation-related bases
Base

Acres

Mission

Eglin Air Force Base, Valparaiso, FL

453,594

weapons; F-35 training; special ops

Camp Shelby, Hattiesburg, MS

136,000

air, ground, training center

Fort Rucker, Dothan, AL

59,382

helicopter pilot training

Tyndall Air Force Base, Panama City, FL

28,824

air combat training

Hurlburt Field, Mary Esther, FL

6,634

air special operations

Naval Air Station Pensacola, FL

5,761

pilot, technical training

Naval Air Station JRB New Orleans, LA

5,076

fighters; search and rescue

Naval Air Station Whiting Field, Milton, FL

3,914

pilot training

Keesler Air Force Base, Biloxi, MS

1,670

airlift operations; electronics training

Duke Field, FL (Eglin Auxiliary Field #3)

1,348

special operations

895

education

Saufley Field

Other military aviation activities
Facility

Acres

Mission

n/a

Coast Guard aviator training

Mobile Regional Airport, Mobile, AL (1,717 acres)
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center

Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport , Gulfport, MS (1,700 acres)
NG Combat Readiness Training Center

267

combat skills training

1108th Aviation Classification Repair

35

helicopter repair

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2010 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2009)
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Keesler. The Flying Jennies of the 815th Airlift
Squadron, under the operational control of the
403rd, gained recognition in the Iraq/
Afghanistan theatre in September 2009 when
crews set a world record by delivering 801 bundles in 24 airdrop missions, according to a website maintained by the 403rd.
During that same deployment, the Flying Jennies logged close to 2,500 flying hours, flew a
total of 358 missions and 1,233 sorties, the website said. The squadron moved almost 5,000 tons
of cargo and flew 20,000 passengers, including
500 medical evacuees.

In addition, the military’s medical operations
in the region provide personnel on a regular basis who deploy around the world.
Potential downside

While the benefits of the military are clear,
there’s also the downside. As the base realignment effort has shown, bases can close, units
can be sent elsewhere and the mission can
change. Although this region has gained more
than its lost from base realignments, it has not
escaped unscathed. Mobile, Ala., which in the
1960s saw Brookley Air Force Base close, also
suffered in more recent years with the closing of
the Navy homeport. The same thing happened

Other military bases
Base

Acres

Mission

1,169

construction

Corry Station, Pensacola, FL

674

cryptology; information dominance

Camp Rudder (Eglin Auxiliary Field 6)

629

ground troop training

Coast Guard Pascagoula, MS

n/a

search and rescue; law enforcement

6

search and rescue; law enforcement

Surface Warfare Center, Panama City, FL

669

underwater warfare

Lynn Haven Defense Fuel Support

203

fuel

Naval Support Activity New Orleans

199

reservists, others

Naval Operational Support Center, N.O.

13

reservists, others

New Orleans East Bank

26

reservists, others

Naval Construction Battalion Center, MS

Coast Guard Gulfport, MS

Military as tenant
Base
Supervisor of Shipbuilding, Pascagoula, MS

Personnel

Mission

461

oversees contractor work

2,168

oceanography, special warfare; research

John C. Stennis Space Center, MS (138,500 acres)
Navy activities

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2010 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2009)
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to the west in Pascagoula, Miss., which lost its
Navy homeport. The bases were brand new, but
fell to the axe anyway.
Pensacola, Fla., was once home to one of six
Naval Aviation Depots (NADEP), but base
closings and realignments of the early 90s eliminated Pensacola’s depot, along with three others.
It was one of Pensacola’s major employers.
That reliance on the military causes some to
worry.
One of those is Florida State Sen. Don Gaetz,
R-Niceville, who saw first hand with the fallout
from the Deepwater Horizons Oil Spill how reliant his coastal district, which includes NAS Pensacola, Eglin, Tyndall, the Naval Surface Warfare
Center and Hurlburt and Whiting fields, has become on tourism and the military.
He and others see aerospace and associated industries as an important cushion. They
want nothing more than to diversify.
“Northwest Florida’s economic strength is
also our potential weakness - that we’re a twotrick pony. We depend on the military and on
tourism for the vast amount of our economic
activity and jobs. What’s missing is diversification,” said Gaetz.
“What’s necessary is an economic development strategy that leverages our strengths. Because of our military bases and military contractors, Northwest Florida is rich in engineers,
physicists, researchers, and scientists. We must
incubate and create as well as attract mid-tech
and high-tech companies that will use our existing highly trained labor force and give us a third
force economic strength. The templates are central Florida's high-tech corridor and even the
research triangle in North Carolina.”
▫▫▫
GovernmentContractsWon.com
Study by UWF
3 Military publication of the Harrison County Development Commission
1
2

Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 75

Part V: Military aviation

Watching their backs

P

erhaps it’s patriotism, or a sense
of service championed by the
many military retirees who
choose to settle along the Gulf Coast.
Perhaps it’s simply an understanding of
what a huge economic engine the military represents.
Whatever the reason, support for the
military on the Gulf Coast is just about
a given.
In both Northwest Florida and South
Mississippi, economic development
groups have gone to great lengths to
promote the military missions in their
Air Force photo
area and have stood behind their bases An F-15 Eagle fires an AIM-7 Sparrow medium range air-to-air
when threats have emerged. Bases and missile during Combat Archer air-to-air weapons system evaluacommunities have realized the value of tion program mission over the Gulf of Mexico. The 71st Fighter
Squadron deployed from Langley Air Force Base, Va., to Tyndall
working together.
AFB, Fla., to support the program.
Eglin Air Force Base established its
first test range in the Gulf of Mexico in
1958. At that time, few, if any, have challenged
“If our politicians claim to be supportive of
the military’s right to use the Gulf for training
the military, why would they be for oil drilling?”
or weapons testing and development.
Brian Haugen, president-elect of the Destin
“We never had any problem,” Ralph CampArea Chamber of Commerce, asked at the time.
bell, who worked with Eglin’s first missile sys- “Drilling is not a good thing for us. It’s going to
tems from 1958 to 1981, told a Northwest Flor- ruin tourism and degrade our military mission,
ida newspaper. “People always did what the
and for what, possible oil reserves? That doesn’t
military told them.”
make much sense to me.”
Today Eglin lays claim to 123,000 square
About a dozen Florida chambers of commiles of water range and 134,000 square miles
merce, from Tallahassee to Pensacola, signed a
of total airspace over water. The “military mis- resolution opposing offshore drilling.
sion line” runs south into the Gulf of Mexico
State Sen. Don Gaetz echoed fellow Northfrom Hurlburt Field at the southwestern edge of west Florida lawmakers when he told a reporter
Okaloosa County to a point south of Tampa.
the military mission will always come first when
Eglin shares the water ranges with Tyndall Air drilling in the Gulf is being considered.
Force Base and the Naval Warfare Center, both
“You can’t kill the goose who laid the golden
in Panama City, Hurlburt Field, NAS Pensacola egg,” Gaetz said, referencing the military’s estiand NAS Whiting Field.
mated $60 billion impact on Florida’s economy.
In 2009, though, the military’s Gulf domain
“And you don’t want the golden goose to fly
came under siege from Florida lawmakers who away.”
wanted to drill in state waters for oil and natural Col. Arnie Bunch at Eglin’s Air Armament
gas. The reaction in the Gulf Coast was strong. Center pulled no punches about a possible imGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2011-2012 – 76
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pact when called to testify in 2009 before the
Florida Senate’s Rules Committee.
“We would be impacted,” Bunch testified at
the public hearing. “There are lots of activities
in this area from all the Department of Defense
agencies.”
The idea was rejected that year by the state
Senate, and following the 2010 Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, it has been placed on a back
burner for the foreseeable future.
Another example of the protective spirit came
in 2006, when the Department of Defense announced it was considering gutting Eglin Air
Force Base’s 46th Test Wing and relocating
much of it to Edwards Air Force Base in California.
The region’s congressional delegation received
hundreds of phone calls and e-mails and the
Okaloosa County Economic Development
Commission sent a delegation to Washington
D.C. to argue against the proposal.
Members of the U.S. House and Senate from
this region fought to halt the Pentagon’s planners in their tracks. In the end, the 46th Test
Wing remained in place and intact.
That’s not to say it’s always whatever the military wants. On some occasion, military and civilian interests do diverge. Some residents of Valparaiso, which is right up against Eglin, were
concerned that noise from F-35s would alter the
value of their homes.
The issue was addressed through changing
runways and limiting flight operations.
Local EDC’s and chambers of commerce
continue to stand up on behalf of the bases and
help base officials press the argument for more
Department of Defense missions and dollars.
Several Florida counties, including Escambia
where the Pensacola Complex is located and
Santa Rosa, where NAS Whiting Field and portions of Eglin Air Force Base are located, have
developed land development codes that establish standards for land use around military bases.
Okaloosa County, in conjunction with Santa
Rosa and Walton counties, local municipalities

and the military, have obtained grants and used
them to not only study land use issues, but also
to apply what was learned to prevent undo encroachment on local bases.
In 2008, Tyndall Air Force Base in Bay
County, Fla., put together an Air Installation
Compatible Use Zone study. The document
looked at the present and future potential impact of several things, including land use development, aircraft accident potential and aircraft
noise on local bases.
Southern Mississippi bases likewise have the
support of the people who share the region with
them. In Harrison County, the Harrison County
Development Commission has established committees charged with “tracking issues” that
could impact the base’s standing within the Department of Defense infrastructure and acts
proactively to encourage new mission elements
to the area.
Regional officials act in coordination with former military officers to attain their goals, according to Larry Barnett, executive director of
the HCDC. He provided a list of four achievements of the commission:
•

•

•
•

City of Biloxi updated its Land Ordinance
to reflect new height restrictions around
Keesler AFB
City of Gulfport has similar zoning restrictions around the Gulfport Biloxi International Airport to protect Air National Guard
The Chamber of Commerce has a strong
Military Affairs Committee
Mississippi Gulf Coast Chamber hosts annual “Salute to Military” Celebration to
honor men and women of armed services
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