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Army Engineers to stand up new Field offices in
Poland and Czech Republic
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WIESBADEN, Germany – 

 The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Europe District has agreed to establish and staff two new resident of​fices in support of the U.S. Missile Defense Agency’s (MDA) proposed ballistic defense system in Eastern Europe.

These offices, located on site in Poland and in the Czech Republic, would oversee the utility and heavy construction work necessary to install MDA’s missile shield over most of Europe and northwest Africa, complementing an existing system covering the United States, Greenland, and Great Britain.

The District’s support to the program – which could reach almost $850 million by 2013, when the last construction project is sched​uled to complete – is significant for two reasons, said Doug Grant, chief of the Dis​trict’s Interna​tional Engineer​ing Center.

“Things like this don’t happen every day. Or every decade,” said Grant. “First, this could po​tentially be the single largest program the District has ever undertaken at once. Secondly, and more significantly, this is the Army’s first enduring presence in either Poland or the Czech Republic. And our engineers will be the vanguard party setting the scene for that to happen.”

The decision was made after the foreign ministers of the Czech Republic and Poland signed basing agreements with Washington in July and August, respectively.

According to MDA, the end state is a missile defense system able to protect NATO members from missile attacks by “rogue states” such as Iran, which is expected to achieve Inter-Continental-Ballistic Missile capabilities by 2015. It would also prove itself as a non-proliferation tool that could devalue missiles and influence nations not to develop nuclear weapons.

For the Corps of Engineers, requirements could call for as many as 35 employees on these sites at once. However, the initial need is much less.

In Poland, Europe District aims to assign four employees starting in March 2009. The site will be called the “Northern Area Office,” and would ultimately be set up on site, at the Redzikowo airbase, a for​mer passenger airport about 80 miles from Gdansk, near the town of Słupsk.

Engineers there will be tasked with finalizing the design and overseeing the construction of both “mis​sion support” facilities – such as office space, barracks, and a dining facility – for the U.S. and international Soldiers and Civilians to be stationed there and the “mission-essential” facilities – such as the belowground silos to house the 10 long-range interceptors to be deployed there.

In total, the Corps’ work in Poland could total $660 mil​lion.

In the Czech Republic, the District plans to station three personnel as of April 2009 in the tentatively-named Czech 

Resident Office, ultimately to be located at the Brdy military training area – about 60 miles southwest of Prague – that was closed by the Czech army in 2004.

Here, blueprints call for engineers to design and construct the “mission support” and “mission essential” facilities to allow for the installation of an X-band radar and sensors currently operating in the Kwajalein Atoll in the Marshall Islands.

The radar, which is similar to those used at most airports, will not operate continuously, officials say, because it will rely on a mobile, forward-based radar to pinpoint or “cue” ballistic missiles after they are launched.

In total, the Corps’ work in the Czech Republic could total $176 million.

In late September, Congress authorized the full-scope of the planned construction for the sites, but reduced near-term funding to reflect what they called a “realistic” construction schedule.

Earlier in the year, all 26 NATO member states endorsed the plans; however, the parliaments in both nations must still approve the ratification for finalized plans to take effect.

“From both a professional and a personal stance, it’s exciting to be involved in this project,” said Grant. “It’ll be a lot of work; but it’s an important mission we can’t turn our backs on.”

Until construction starts in earnest at these sites, presum​ably sometime in fiscal year 2010, these personnel will over​see previously established contracts to develop statements of work, analyze the current site and living conditions, and conduct preliminary fieldwork on the sites.

Construction is expected to last until 2012 in the Czech Republic and 2013 in Poland.

Progress so far
Although a decision must still be made on the how much work Europe District will share with other engineering offices, including Huntsville U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center, which has previously worked with the MDA on this project, Europe District employees have already made substantial headway in both countries, ensuring placement of the new facilities is, indeed, possible.

“We’ve completed all of the geotechnical and environmen​tal surveys that we were hired to do [in the Czech Republic],” said Wayne Uhl, project manager for the European Mid​course Radar. This, he stated, included about $1.7 million in subsurface drilling, sampling, and analyzing soil and groundwater conditions. 

The concurrent environmental surveys tested the area for levels of certain heavy metals, hydrocarbons, and petroleum products, Uhl said. “If someone spilled some diesel fuel there 20 years ago, we want to know that.”

At the request of MDA, the District also performed a power options study, a topographical survey, a seismic inves​tigation, and installed capped wells for future water testing.

In Poland, the District expects to complete by the end of the year similar surveys and analyses, valued at about $4 million. This includes the examination of existing buildings and infrastructure as well as the installation of a production well.

Setting up shop
Pioneering the way into these new countries requires lots of logistical legwork, said Dale Free, the District’s logistics chief.

First on his list is finding living quarters for the new staff. 

“I expect to find decent apartment complexes near the sites that would allow us to lease a bunch of apartments for our guys to live in,” said Free. “Another option would be to allow people to take it upon themselves to live on the economy, like they do here in Germany.”

Other important first steps will be leasing temporary office space, ship​ping office equipment and stationery, securing proper medical support, and figuring out visa requirements.

“Everywhere we go we rely on host nation support for all our logistics func​tions,” said Free. “And thankfully we worked out a lot of the bugs in terms of requirements and technical specifica​tions through planning the set up of of​fices in Romania and Bulgaria. So now we’re just repeating the process.”

Free and his staff must also negotiate long-term vehicle contracts to provide employees with basic transportation to and from the work sites.

“Our best option is to get a lease through GSA [General Services Ad​ministration]; it supports our mission here – because if we don’t maximize our vehicle usage, we have to get rid of them. But alternatively we could do a local lease contract.”

As the forerunners for future U.S. and international troops on the sites, Army engineers must also resolve the challenges of securing consistent Inter​net and cell phone connectivity, setting up satellites, and arranging a contract for IT support.

“As long as there are no obstruc​tions, we can normally come in with a satellite solution,” said Hal Moncrief, the District’s information management chief. “We can get the bandwidth that we need that way and operate until MDA has got their communication sys​tem set up. And then we’ll make a deci​sion to either stay with what we have or piggy back on what they have.”

Opposition
Numerous surveys in both coun​tries bespeak an active resistance to the projects. 

Opposition is fiercest in the Czech Republic, where Greenpeace activists camped out for six weeks on a patch of land in the Brdy complex to protest the installation of the radar. Local citizens are stated to worry about health scares from the radar; however MDA says it poses no threat to the public because the narrow radar beam it emits is significantly elevated from the ground. It has operated in the Marshall Islands for over a decade without any harmful effects to the people in the nearby fam​ily housing area or the children in the nearby school.

The opposition, however, has not impacted the enthusiasm of the local contractors.

“The Czech people who are assigned to us are very, very helpful,” said Uhl. “The only people who are negative are the demonstrators.”

Further resistance comes from Moscow, which has consistently op​posed plans for the sites, stating the shield would threaten Russia’s national interests. Shortly after the agreement between Washington and Warsaw was inked, Russia threatened an “adequate” response, including perhaps plac​ing missiles in neighboring Belarus, a strong ally of Russia.

“Our security posture is to monitor the situation closely to ensure our en​gineers and project managers on these sites in Eastern Europe are kept safe,” said Capt. Sean Hurst, the District’s intelligence officer. “Any action by any nation to incite hostilities against Americans – whether real or to simply garner media attention – will be taken seriously. They have to be.”
-- end --

Only a few more months’ construction are needed to complete the $1.6 million, three-story police academy in Tbilisi, Georgia. When finished, this modern facility, which will include classrooms, auditorium space, a gymnasium, and a 250-per dorm, will replace an older, poorly heated facility.
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