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KEY POINTS 
 

1. The Department of Defense (DoD) has more domestic buildings and property than it needs. 

2. Surplus infrastructure wastes resources that could otherwise be spent on readiness, 
modernization, and other projects vital to America’s national security. 

3. BRAC is an effective, efficient, inclusive, and viable process for DoD to match domestic basing 
with a shifting strategic environment. 

4. Congress has the final authority to approve or reject proposed realignments and closures from 
DoD, the commission, and the president. 

5. A new round of BRAC—focused on the Army and Air Force—should be commissioned. 

 
“The Department currently has more infrastructure capacity than required for operations—and 

foreseeable growth scenarios won't appreciably change this. Of all the efficiency measures the 
Department has undertaken over the years, BRAC is one of the most successful and significant. We 
forecast that a properly focused base closure effort will generate $2 billion or more annually.” 

 
—James Mattis, Secretary of Defense, June 12, 20171 

 

SUMMARY 
 
The Department of Defense (DoD) maintains more domestic basing than it needs, diverting resources 
from readiness, modernization, and other uses that would contribute more to the common defense. 
 
DoD estimates 19 percent infrastructure excess: 29 percent for the Army, 6 percent for the Navy 
(including the Marines), 28 percent for the Air Force, and 13 percent for the Defense Logistics Agency 
(Chart 1).2 Yet Congress has prohibited DoD from using funds “to propose, plan for, or execute a new or 
additional Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) round.”3 
 
DoD retains limited authorities, however, to manage facilities and force locations under the thresholds 
that constitute the BRAC process. 
 

Chart 1: Excess DoD basing capacity by service branch 
 

 
 
DoD estimates that an additional round of BRAC would yield perpetual savings of at least $2 billion per 
year after an up-front cost totaling $7 billion over six years. To date, past BRAC rounds are estimated to 
save $13.6 billion in FY 2016 dollars annually,4 not including benefits to non-federal entities from facility 
conversions. 
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HISTORY AND SCOPE OF BRAC 
 
The BRAC process identifies property and improvements that are surplus to military requirements, even 
after allowing for wartime surges. The controlling statute was established in 1977 to create 
congressional oversight of executive branch management of defense assets. Before that, presidents 
had broad authority to manage bases, and each post-WWII president reduced the excess. The statute 
was overhauled by section 1202 of the FY 1986 NDAA. It also included instructions for the first BRAC 
commission to review basing needs, which led to the 1988 BRAC round, the first with expanded 
congressional oversight.5 
 
A refined framework was established by the Defense Base Realignment and Closure Act of 1990 in the 
FY 1991 NDAA. This revision lead to the 1991, 1993, and 1995 rounds. It was also amended to be used 
for the 2005 round. All had independent commissions to review and amend DoD’s recommendations. 
 

§ 1988 BRAC—Commission recommended 86 closures (17 major), five partial closures, 54 
realignments (increase or decrease). Estimated annual savings: $693.6 billion. 20-year savings 
(net present value): $5.6 billion.6 

§ 1991 BRAC—Commission recommended 34 closures (28 major), 48 realignments. Upfront 
costs: $4.1 billion. Estimated annual savings: $1.5 billion.7 

§ 1993 BRAC—Commission recommended 130 closures (33 major), 45 realignments. Upfront 
costs: $7.43 billion. Estimated annual savings: $2.33 billion.8 

§ 1995 BRAC—Commission recommended 132 closures (32 major) or realignments. Upfront 
costs: $3.6 billion. Estimated annual savings: $1.6 billion. 20-year savings: $19.3 billion.9 

§ 2005 BRAC—Commission recommended 22 “major closures,” 33 major realignments. Upfront 
costs: $21 billion. Estimated annual savings: $4.2 billion. Twenty-year savings: $35.6 billion.10 

§ Next BRAC round—DoD requests authorization for new round of BRAC to reduce the estimated 
19 percent excess infrastructure by 3 to 4 percent. 

 
Adjusted for inflation, as footnote 3 describes, the outcomes of the BRAC process provide more than 
$13.6 billion in avoided costs for DoD every single year.11 
 

Table 1: Actual recurring savings from BRAC (1988–2005) 
 

BRAC ROUND DOD ANNUAL RECURRING SAVINGS 

1988 $1.0 billion 

1991 $2.3 billion 

1993 $2.7 billion 

1995 $1.9 billion 

2005 $4.0 billion 

TOTAL $12.0 BILLION 
 
Annual recurring savings begin the year following six-year implementation period (derived from 
DoD’s documentation to Congress). $12 billion total savings is in FY 2008 constant dollars—in FY 
2016 constant dollars, the savings is $13.6 billion. 
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Under Secretary Rumsfeld’s ambitious leadership, the 2005 BRAC combined closures—the typical 
“efficiency round”—with an atypical major realignment during a period of military expansion. Those high 
up-front costs and longer pay-off period would not be features of a new round. The 2005 BRAC report 
explained: 
 

In previous rounds of BRAC, the explicit goal was to save money and downsize the military in 
order to reap a “peace dividend.” It was clear from the Commission’s examination of the DoD 
2005 BRAC list that the historical goal of achieving savings through eliminating excess capacity 
was not always the primary consideration for many recommendations. In fact, several DoD 
witnesses at Commission hearings made it clear that the purpose of many 2005 BRAC 
recommendations was to advance the goals of transformation, improve capabilities, and 
enhance military value. In some cases, accomplishing these new goals meant proposing BRAC 
scenarios that either never paid off (i.e., resulted in a net increased cost) or had very long 
payback periods. The Commission’s assessment of the selection criteria and Force Structure 
Plan took place in the context of a balance between the goals of realizing savings and 
rationalizing our military infrastructure to meet the needs of future missions.12 

 
BRAC is only used for facilities in U.S. states and territories. DoD has nearly full discretion for foreign 
bases, although Congress has recently demanded additional information to provide proper oversight.13 
 

THE BRAC PROCESS EXPLAINED 
 
Each round of BRAC has been affirmatively authorized by Congress through provisions of a National 
Defense Authorization Act. The FY 1990 NDAA authorized three rounds: 1991, 1993, and 1995. In recent 
years, appropriations legislation has even prohibited DoD from conducting BRAC activities. The 
Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2017, for example, stated that “None of the funds made available by 
this Act may be used to propose, plan for, or execute a new or additional Base Realignment and Closure 
(BRAC) round.”14 
 
Once Congress authorizes DoD to commence the BRAC process, DoD begins an in-depth study of 
existing assets and needs, including projected needs over the coming decades and allowing for a 
sizable margin of safety. 
 

1. DoD prepares recommendations for adjusting base capacity. 

2. An independent commission of defense experts reviews DoD’s recommendations. The members 
can add or remove facilities from the closure list, increase or decrease realignment to or from a 
facility, or convert a closure to a realignment. 

3. The commission produces a report of DoD’s recommendations and its amendments to them. 
This report is then reviewed by the president. 

4. The president can disapprove of the commission’s proposals in whole or in part, but only the 
commission can make revisions. Partial or full disapproval from the president sends it back for 
revision. 

5. If necessary, the commission revises its recommendations based on the president’s input and 
resubmits them for consideration. 
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6. If the commission’s revised recommendations are also disapproved, no further BRAC activities 
are conducted that year. 

7. If the president approves the commission’s recommendations, whether initially or after 
revisions, the closures and realignments are carried out unless Congress passes a joint 
resolution of disapproval within a limited period. The last disapproval resolution failed 85-324-1 
on October 27, 2005.15 

 
More than 350 unneeded installations closed under BRAC in 1988, 1991, 1993, 1995, and 2005, saving 
about $13.6 billion per year in current dollars.16 
 

TRANSITION COSTS DWARFED BY RECURRING SAVINGS 
 
Closures and realignments require relocating equipment and personnel. Military personnel, their 
families, and their possessions move to new duty stations. Military equipment is shipped. Facilities 
receiving more resources may require new construction to absorb them. Facilities being closed or 
significantly realigned may require cleaning up chemical contamination or unexploded ordinance. 
Properties being transferred to local communities need to be maintained until ownership changes. 
 
These activities create initial transition costs. Congress funds them through DoD’s Base Closure 
Account, established by the Defense Base Closure Act of 1990.17 Each year, DoD reports to Congress on 
BRAC costs and savings. Table 2 displays the FY 2017 accounting of the initial costs.18 
 

Table 2: FY 2017 summary of BRAC costs 
 

BRAC COSTS (MILLIONS) 1988 1991 1993 1995 2005 

Military construction 1,237.634 1,665.207 2,366.821 1,320.509 24,765.644 

Family housing construction 0.285 23.173 71.750 3.367 0.000 

Family housing operations 0.541 1.857 — 0.665 0.000 

Environmental remediation 987.171 1,726.049 1,681.347 2,530.247 598.711 

Operations and maintenance 389.092 1,321.231 2,694.106 2,545.807 7,171.211 

Military personnel 12.838 16.190 93.017 11.606 47.476 

Other 48.023 148.246 259.204 44.460 1,742.181 

TOTAL 2,675.584 4,901.953 7,166.245 6,551.263 34,325.223 
 
These up-front costs, however, are offset by greater savings in the following years. Even the much-
maligned 2005 BRAC is yielding annual savings of about $3.8 billion per year and is expected to break 
even in FY 2018.19 
 
CBO explains that “BRAC savings are really avoided costs: they are the difference between what DoD 
actually spent and what it would have had to spend in the absence of BRAC action.”20 As a result, 
precise estimates of savings are difficult to quantify. 
 
In its FY 2017 budget proposal to Congress, DoD estimated the BRAC savings in the initial 
implementation period, as shown in Table 3.21 
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Table 3: Initial savings from BRAC 
 

BRAC COSTS (MILLIONS) 1988 1991 1993 1995 2005 

Military construction 351.300 250.181 326.856 36.795 67.138 

Family housing construction 62.500 51.128 56.060 7.204 3.092 

Family housing operations 186.869 227.162 147.853 97.899 — 

Environmental remediation — — — — — 

Operations and maintenance 840.308 3088.414 4879.195 2632.005 541.465 

Military personnel 907.544 2537.818 1632.793 303.087 122.517 

Other 3.370 948.075 735.354 3087.368 14687.466 

TOTAL 2351.891 7102.778 7778.111 6164.358 15421.677 
Initial savings from BRAC only during the six-year implementation period. Annual recurring 
savings are presently about $13.6 billion. 
 
These avoided costs come from less base capacity to support: less maintenance, construction, and 
leasing of facilities. Further savings include fewer personnel needed to support military and civilian 
personnel on those bases. 
 
These figures do not include benefits to non-federal entities from converting facilities to other uses. 
Productive private-sector reutilization has in many cases increased federal, state, and local government 
income and payroll tax revenue while increasing economic diversification and worker opportunity at 
former military sites. 
 

2005 BRAC: TRANSFORMATION, NOT TRAVESTY 
 
At least three anomalies characterized the 2005 BRAC: 
 

1. Not post-drawdown—Prior BRAC rounds followed force reductions, but the 2005 BRAC occurred 
during significant foreign military operations and growing end strength. 

2. Realignment focus—The 2005 BRAC uniquely included major realignment, transformation, and 
joint activity initiatives, including relocating troops based abroad to U.S. facilities. 

3. Top-down—The Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) under Secretary Rumsfeld exercised 
greater control than the service branches, a reversal from prior practice.22 

 
The 2005 round was an outlier. The first four rounds—1988, 1991, 1993, and 1995—collectively cost 
about $22 billion up front with $8 billion in annual, recurring savings. Up-front costs for BRAC 2005 
alone were $35.1 billion, and recurring savings are about $4 billion.23 Projected costs were originally 
estimated to be $21 billion.24 
 
DoD and outside experts expect a new round to look like earlier rounds (Chart 2). Congress can mandate 
that it does, as proposals from Rep. Adam Smith25 and Sens. John McCain and Jack Reed26 would. 
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Chart 2: Net implementation costs of BRAC in six years following initiation of round 
 

 
Date in parentheses is the year each round “broke even” (net costs turned to net savings). 
Current savings from prior BRAC rounds exceeds $13.6 billion per year in FY 2016 dollars. 
 
Incomplete estimates also played a role in the 2005 round. Initial projections did not include all 
environmental remediation costs, underestimated construction costs, and counted as savings 
eliminated jobs associated with closed facilities without accounting for corresponding job increases at 
other facilities. Most cost growth came from construction costs.27 
 
The most important factor was transformation—primarily realignment—carried out during a period of 
high activity for the military due to counterinsurgency missions in Iraq and Afghanistan. It contained the 
efficiency objectives and savings of prior rounds, but that was secondary to sweeping reorganization 
under Secretary Rumsfeld. Many bases were merged or joined with others, and soldiers were redeployed 
from foreign facilities to domestic bases. DoD had to construct significant new facilities and 
infrastructure at bases that gained troops.28 
 
DoD determined after implementation began that additional building projects were needed, bringing 
military construction up to $24.8 billion. By contrast, military construction costs for the four prior BRAC 
rounds combined amounted to less than $7 billion. Increased operation and maintenance costs, such as 
for furnishings to outfit new and renovated buildings and information technology needed to equip 
additional facilities, and higher environmental restoration costs contributed as well.29 
 

TRANSITION ASSISTANCE FOR COMMUNITIES AND 
INDIVIDUALS 
 
Increasing efficiency lets more be done with any given level of resources. In addition, infrastructure 
should be adjusted to align with current strategy and projected challenges. Impacts are not uniformly 
distributed, however, and some communities can face significant challenges when facilities are closed 
or downsized. 
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Outside of BRAC, DoD has some flexibility, though limited, to reduce forces at bases. It can close small 
facilities with fewer than 300 civilian employees, and it can reduce larger bases up to the lesser of 1,000 
civilian employees or 50 percent.30 Applied on a sustained basis over years, forces can migrate away 
from facilities. This reduces a facility’s local economic impact. 
 
This gradual process does not provide communities and individuals with the certainty or transition 
assistance that comes with BRAC, however. 
 
Given a choice between (1) adjustment assistance in conjunction with BRAC and (2) no help while a 
facility is slowly downsized, many defense communities prefer BRAC. BRAC also makes it easier to 
transfer land and buildings from military to civilian control so they can quickly be productive again and 
contribute to the tax base. 
 
DoD’s Office of Economic Adjustment (OEA)31 can help local communities transition and redevelop 
closed bases through BRAC. After a local redevelopment authority (LRA) is created and approved by 
DoD, DoD can transfer property to the LRA. The LRA coordinates for a community, helping local leaders 
understand what resources are available and creating an economic recovery plan incorporating base 
redevelopment by private sector groups or the state or local government. The OEA then awards planning 
grants and provides technical and planning assistance.32 The OEA provided $280 million to help 
communities plan for redevelopment after base closures in the 1988, 1991, 1993, and 1995 rounds.33 
 
In addition, the Economic Development Administration (EDA) makes grants to communities that face 
sudden economic changes, including those due to base closures and realignments. These grants fund 
“planning and technical assistance, infrastructure improvement, and revolving loan funds for private 
business development.”34 The EDA has granted over $640 million since the 1988 BRAC, not including 
the 2005 round.35 
 
DoD also provides incentives and transition benefits to military personnel who return to civilian life. It 
helps former civilian personnel retrain for other work as well as provide counseling and a hiring 
preference system.36 
 
Additional community and worker assistance programs are available.37 By 2002, a cumulative $1.9 
billion in DoD and other federal funds had been expended to assist communities affected by base 
closure.38 
 
Base closures need not be negative for communities. GAO analyzed the 2005 round and found that 62 
percent of communities facing base closure experienced real per capita income growth rates higher 
than the national average and unemployment rates comparable to the national average. Even so, some 
communities did not rebound and had little recovery.39 
 
An earlier study found that, of 57 closures reviewed, most saw employment grow faster than the state 
average, despite predictions. Job creation was induced, provided that the base resources were 
reasonably deployed for alternate uses.40 A stronger state business climate may also help communities 
find productive uses for property more quickly. 
 

THE URGENT NEED FOR INFRASTRUCTURE REVIEW 
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The last round of BRAC took place in 2005, yet force changes from 2005 to the present41 have added to 
excess infrastructure. The Army has decreased from 492,728 to 473,700 uniformed personnel. It now 
has an estimated 29 percent excess basing. The Navy only has about 6 percent estimated excess even 
though its force has decreased from 362,941 to 324,416. The Marine Corps is included in the Navy’s 
infrastructure capacity and has increased slightly from 180,029 to 183,477. The Air Force has around 28 
percent excess basing, as personnel has decreased by a tenth from 353,696 to 322,857. The Defense 
Logistics Agency carries about 13 percent excess.42 
 

Chart 3: Force structure by service branch (2005–2017) 
 

 
 
Admittedly, excess infrastructure estimates are based on force structure projections that may change. 
Yet the excess is so substantial that even significantly higher forces would not come close to 
eliminating the excess in the Army and Air Force, and a single round of BRAC would only reduce the 
excess by 3 to 4 percent. 
 
Some Members of Congress assert that re-estimates are needed before authorizing BRAC. Their 
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precisely what is generated during BRAC itself. DoD avoids reporting precise evaluations until BRAC has 
been authorized, partly to minimize impacts on property markets near bases until necessary. 
 
The Department of Defense has every incentive to ensure that basing is updated to secure the national 
interest. If anything, it is likely to err on the side of caution. The independent commission verifies the 
soundness of DoD’s proposal, making modifications when necessary. The President retains the ability 
to disapprove the entire package or just part of it, which the commission can fix. Only upon presidential 
approval are the proposals on track to be carried out. Even then, Congress can disapprove the 
recommendations. The system has layers of oversight to ensure a fair and strategic outcome. 
 
It is possible, however, that DoD needs time to rebuild staff and institutional capacity to properly assess 
changes to basing after years of relative inactivity. In that case, it may be reasonable to authorize 
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multiple rounds with the earliest limited to the least military useful facilities or those with the greatest 
expected savings. 
 

BRAC: INCREASE MILITARY VALUE, IMPROVE NATIONAL 
SECURITY, AND PROTECT DEFENSE COMMUNITIES 
 
In the 113th and 114th Congresses, strong majorities of Democrats supported commencing a new BRAC 
round while majorities of Republicans opposed doing so. Many Republicans expressed concerns that 
President Obama wasn’t committed to a strong national defense. That concern seems much lower 
under President Trump. In fact, when the issue came to a vote on July 14, 2017, the number of 
Republicans supporting a pro-BRAC amendment more than tripled43 compared to the most recent 
similar vote44 recorded. 
 
The 2005 Defense Base Closure and Realignment Commission Report recommended additional rounds 
of BRAC. The report notes that: 
 

Over the last century, military force structure and strategy changed roughly every fifteen years. 
The Base Closure and Realignment process has repeatedly proven its worth by enabling the 
difficult, but essential, decisions needed to restructure military installations into alignment with 
future military requirements to defend American security. The BRAC process provides for a 
series of checks and balances between the Department of Defense, the commission, and the 
president with oversight by the Congress.45 

 
In addition, the 2005 commission “strongly recommend[ed] future BRACs every 8 to 12 years, 
immediately following a Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR).” It recommended a round in 2015, 
immediately following the 2014 QDR. As the National Defense Strategy, the successor to the QDR, was 
released in January 2018, the most appropriate time for another BRAC round would be in 2019. 
Therefore, Congress should authorize BRAC as soon as possible. 
 
Due to the length of time since the last BRAC round, Congress and DoD may prefer to authorize two 
BRAC rounds in the next National Defense Authorization Act. The next round would focus on the most 
obvious and achievable closure and realignment needs while DoD restores institutional capacity. The 
following round would include more comprehensive review and reforms. 
 
In any case, continuing to waste constrained defense resources on unneeded facilities is irresponsible 
and comes at the expense of important national security priorities. The Department of Defense, the 
White House,46 and policy experts of all ideological views47 recognize BRAC as a necessary tool to 
improve efficiency at DoD. One or more new rounds of BRAC should be commissioned as soon as 
possible. 
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