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Businesses still pursue military dollars
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FAYETTEVILLE -- Michael Corley is proud to say the insect repellent his Greensboro employer applies to Army uniforms turns back more than 97 percent of mosquitoes that would otherwise bite soldiers and possibly infect them with disease.
He hopes the product does as well at deflecting military budget cuts.
Corley handles military contracts for Insect Shield, which treats fabrics with Permethrin and gets at least 60 percent of its business from the Army and Marine Corps. As the Department of Defense scales back its work in Iraq and Afghanistan, Corley and representatives of dozens of other businesses in the state continue to see the military as a customer worth pursuing. 
"The opportunities are definitely out there, but the opportunities are definitely changing," U.S. Sen. Kay Hagan told a luncheon gathering of members of the N.C. Defense Business Association in Fayetteville on Monday.
Last week's debt limit deal in Congress calls for cutting $350 billion from the defense budget over 10 years, the first cut in the Defense Department's base budget since the 1990s, according to the White House. Though the details about those cuts haven't been decided, they suggest leaner times for companies that do business with the Pentagon.
Against that backdrop, the N.C. Defense Business Association holds its 10th annual N.C. Defense Trade Show today at Fayetteville Technical Community College. The show is co-hosted by Hagan, U.S. Sen. Richard Burr, U.S. Rep. Larry Kissell, the N.C. Military Business Center, the Partnership for Defense Innovation, and the UNC system.
The event is designed to give companies and individuals interested in landing defense contracts a chance to meet with one another and with military representatives. It also includes workshops on how to apply for defense contracts, a complicated process that can take years from start to finish.
Contracts to get
With eight bases and the third-largest military footprint of any state, North Carolina should be getting much more than its 1 percent share of annual defense spending, Hagan said. While she praised innovations that manufacturers are developing and testing in incubators here with the help of state and federal grants, Hagan said some of the biggest contracts over the next several years will be those to repair, replace or repurpose equipment returning from overseas deployments.
Products that use renewable energy sources are another area ripe for military development, Hagan said. She cited recent projects at Camp Lejeune in which hundreds of base houses have been outfitted with solar panels for heating water, and a new plan to use biodiesel fuel on the post.
Other opportunities, Hagan said, include what she called niche products, inventions that would help the military save money on tasks it has to do all the time.
Mike Walls of MEB General Contractors hopes to help his company secure more immediate military spending by landing contracts for some of the construction going on at Fort Bragg. MEB, based in Chesapeake, Va., has opened an office in North Carolina to be closer to Fort Bragg and Camp Lejeune, both of which have been undergoing building booms to accommodate forces being relocated by military base closures and consolidations.
Wells said the company had formed a partnership with woman-owned Noah Enterprises, also based in Virginia, to work on some of the military projects.
"We see lots of opportunity down here," Walls said, in the billions of dollars of worth of construction under way or planned on North Carolina military bases by 2013. "We'd like to be able to help out with some of that." 
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