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Tennessee Air National Guard Recognized for Over 40 Years  
of Support and Cooperation  

  
 
  
KNOXVILLE, TN – October  9, 2008…  The Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture has 
enjoyed an excellent working relationship with the Tennessee Air National Guard in Knoxville for 
over 40 years.  The 134th Air Refueling Wing base at McGhee Tyson Airport was home to the 
Southern Appalachian Airtanker Base since 1964.  This facility provided support to aerial fire 
suppression resources critical to wildland firefighting efforts in the Southeastern United States.    
 
New aviation requirements and upgrading of the Forest Service contract air tanker fleet required a 
larger area to conduct operations.   As part of the National Air Tanker Study a 4-month-long strategic 
analysis of air tanker operations began in 2000.  As a result of the study construction of a new 
airtanker base at the Chattanooga Municipal Airport began in 2003.   The facility encompasses 
approximately 12 acres and consists of two aircraft loading areas (pits) initially with space to expand 
to three, retardant mixing facility, operations and storage buildings and aircraft parking area.  The 
base is currently operational with use of portable buildings and will be fully operational with 
permanent facilities in 2009.  
 
The increase in population and building in forested areas throughout the south is cause for concern 
among wildland fire management agencies and local fire departments.  Urban interface makes 
wildland fire suppression much more complex. Aerial support is a critical part of firefighting efforts.  
Airtankers provide vital support to ground crews and play an extremely important role in protecting 
structures.  Forest Service airtankers are provided by private contractors to drop retardant on wildfires 
to create a barrier, slowing the fire so ground units can build firelines to stop the fire’s progress.  
Retardant is a combination of phosphates, clay and water that when mixed form a thick sticky 
substances that readily adheres to vegetation and other objects.  Lead planes and air attack aircraft 
also operate as part of the aerial suppression forces when airtankers are being utilized.  
 
 The Airtanker Base in Knoxville loaded thousands of gallons of retardant every year.  The base 
provided primary aerial fire suppression coverage for east Tennessee, western North Carolina, 
southwestern Virginia,  north Georgia and southeastern Kentucky. The new base in Chattanooga will 
provide aerial support to these same areas as well as to South Carolina, north Alabama, south Georgia 
and northern Florida.  
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Cherokee National Forest Supervisor Tom Speaks (right) presents Colonel Timothy Dearing from the 
Tennessee Air National Guard 134th Air Refueling Wing with a plaque at McGhee Tyson Airport in Knoxville.  
The plaque was presented to Colonel Dearing to recognize over 40 years of cooperation between the Air 
National Guard and the Forest Service at the Southern Appalachian Airtanker Base. 
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The P3 Orion airtanker shown above is capable of carrying 3,000 gallons of fire retardant. Various types of 
large airtankers such as the P3 worked from the Knoxville base and will be utilized at the new base in 
Chattanooga. 
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