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By Ms. Mary L. Walker

The Air Force General Counsel

I am pleased that this issue of The Air Force Law Review is dedicated to the field of environmental law, and commend the authors of these articles for their hard work and the efforts of the editors and staff in producing this volume.  The articles promise to provide helpful information to Air Force practitioners as well as to share the scholarship of the authors through various research and library resources.

My own career as an environmental and natural resources lawyer began in the formative years of that discipline in the early 1970’s as the major federal statutes were put in place.  Since that time, we have seen the subject of environmental law become more international in focus and the issues more global.  My own work in the private sector as corporate counsel handling environmental issues and as a member of California law firms engaged in providing environmental counsel and litigation for a variety of clients often included issues in foreign lands.  In government, I previously served as the Principal Deputy Assistant Attorney General for the Environmental and Natural Resources Division of the Department of Justice, as the Deputy Solicitor for the Department of the Interior, as Assistant Secretary for Environment, Safety & Health at the Department of Energy and as a US Commissioner on the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission.  

During my legal career, I have been privileged to participate in the development of many of the seminal developments and federal programs in the environmental area.  For example, while at the Department of Justice, we worked with EPA to develop the new Superfund enforcement program that resulted in the cleanup of thousands of sites, and developed the Environmental Crimes Unit that is now a major function deterring the violation of our Nation’s environmental laws.  At the Department of Interior, we developed the first Natural Resource Damage Regulations.   

Over the last three decades, environmental considerations have permeated business and governmental decision-making.  In the public and private sectors, NEPA compliance and environmental permitting requirements now drive decisions, which a generation ago may have been made for other reasons.  The practice of many Air Force attorneys reflects these changes.  The result is better decision-making for government, business and the environment.

Since my appointment as General Counsel of the Department of the Air Force in 2001, I have been keenly interested in the environmental issues encountered by our Air Force legal team, such as taking full advantage of the process that allows us the opportunity to comment on proposed actions by other agencies that affect Air Force interests, seeking recovery of cleanup costs incurred by the Air Force, helping our leadership consider the full range of natural resources they manage and providing legal support for the disposal of closed bases and, on the other end of the spectrum,  providing sound legal counsel in the deliberations leading to the BRAC 2005 process.  My staff is also engaged in a variety of issues surrounding the privatization of family housing in support of the Secretary’s commitment to eliminate all substandard housing for Air Force families by 2008.  And, I should mention that one of the charges to our new Brussels office (GC Europe) is to make sure Air Force interests are addressed as a result of the international environmental regulatory measures being considered by the European Union.

I look forward to working with all of you as we face our ever-growing environmental challenges.
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