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6. MILITARY LANDS:  Study details Army's plans to acquire 7M acres in
southeast Colo. (10/30/2008)

Eryn Gable, special to Land Letter

For years, opponents of the Army's plan to expand the Piñon Canyon Maneuver Site have pointed to "the big map" as
evidence that the military plans to take over the entire southeastern corner of Colorado.

Army officials, however, have dismissed the map over the past two years whenever ranchers fighting the expansion
have held it up as the Defense Department's ultimate goal. But that tactic has hit a hurdle now that opponents have
uncovered the May 2004 study  by Fort Carson planners that explains the big map, an analysis they say makes clear
that the land acquisition was designed to take place in many phases, with the ultimate goal of garnering almost 7 million
acres.

The study urges the Army to purchase 5.9 million acres of private land around Piñon Canyon plus 1 million acres of
public land across five counties to form an installation for training all branches of the U.S. military as well as "allied
forces." The multi-service battlefield would be more than triple the size of the enormous White Sands Missile Range in
New Mexico, which, at 2.2 million acres, is currently the largest military installation in the United States.

The plan puts the land acquisition costs at almost $1.4 billion and says that 17,263 people in five counties would be
"displaced" to establish the sprawling military base.

And the first step in the plan calls for the Army to purchase 80,000 acres directly south of the current training site, which
opponents say bears a striking resemblance to the Army's current push for 100,000 acres south of the Piñon Canyon
site.

The Army proposed purchasing 100,000 acres adjacent to the southern boundary of the existing Piñon Canyon
Maneuver Site, rather than its original plan of 418,000 acres, in a report to Congress this summer. Faced with a battle
that had spilled into Congress as ranchers and their supporters fought the expansion, Keith Eastin, the army's assistant
secretary for installations and environment, characterized the move as "an honest effort to find common ground."

'A blunt instrument'

The May 2004 policy document prepared by Fort Carson was obtained as part of a federal court challenge to Pentagon
plans to expand the size and boundaries of the 238,000-acre Piñon Canyon Maneuver Site. The opposition group Not 1
More Acre! is suing the Army in U.S. District Court in Denver over alleged violations of the National Environmental
Policy Act associated with the Piñon Canyon "transformation" environmental impact statement issued in 2006.

Mack Louden, a rancher in Branson, Colo., and a Not 1 More Acre! board member, said the document revealed the true
scale of the Pentagon's ambitions to swallow southeastern Colorado. "It was like a blunt instrument between the eyes,
realizing that they wanted 6.9 million acres," Louden said.

Army spokesman Dave Foster called the ranchers'
claims "absolutely false."

"The 2004 document was a working document at Fort
Carson," Foster said. "It was never provided to higher
headquarters, to the Department of the Army level."

Foster said military installations nationwide prepare
many such documents, but "many of those documents
never go anywhere."
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Tanks kick up dust on the Piñon Canyon Maneuver Site.  Photo
courtesy of the U.S. Army.

The spokesman also reiterated that the Army has no
intention of acquiring more than the additional 100,000
acres near the site, even though it maintains that an
additional 436,000 acres is needed to best train soldiers
for combat. "Because of our understanding of the
sensitivities surrounding the issue of land expansion
around Piñon Canyon, we would not seek any more
than 100,000 acres from willing sellers."

But Louden noted that the Army has used the Fort Carson study in its preparation of the environmental impact
statement for the build-out of Piñon Canyon. "If it was an obsolete document, then the EIS must be obsolete," he said.

Lon Robertson, a rancher near Kim who heads the Piñon Canyon Expansion Opposition Coalition, said the document
"erases any doubt" about the Army's plans. "I think it's just more evidence that backs up what we're seeing," he said.

Roberston also noted that taking so much agricultural land out of production could have dire economic consequences.
"Hopefully, this will wake up people to the fact that this is going to affect the entire state and I really do think the entire
country," he said.

The ranchers also contend that putting the whole southeastern corner of Colorado east of the Rockies under military
control would destroy some of the last intact shortgrass prairie remaining in the Great Plains. The region was overcome
by the Dust Bowl in the 1930s and includes the Comanche National Grassland, the largest expanse of prairie set aside
for restoration from that era.

Louden said a military takeover of southeastern Colorado could be detrimental for the fragile region's ecosystem. "We
know what happened 70 years ago, and the same thing could happen again," he said.

Training needs

The May 2004 Fort Carson study, titled "Analysis of Alternatives Study: Piñon Canyon Maneuver Site, Colorado," says
Piñon Canyon is the most attractive site in the United States for creating a training area that would allow the Army to
engage in large-scale, live-fire maneuvers.

Nationwide, the Army is about 5 million acres short of the training space it says it needs. The Fort Carson study appears
to indicate that that entire shortfall -- and more -- could be gained through expansion of the Piñon Canyon site.

The report noted the current training area's military assets, including eight parachute drop zones, a 5,000-foot landing
strip capable of servicing four C-130 aircraft at a time and a railhead that can handle 165 railcars at once.

"Given its size, remote location, diverse terrain and infrastructure, PCMS far surpasses the training experience of any
Combat Training Center" in the United States, the report said.

Currently, the Army is prohibited by Congress from spending any 2009 funds on the expansion effort. The Government
Accountability Office is expected to issue a report later this year on whether the Army has violated that funding ban.

Click here  to read the 2004 study.

Gable is an independent energy and environmental writer in Woodland Park, Colo.
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