
 

 

 

 

 

 

Burns SEAT base closes for the season 

Fall is definitely in the air and wildfire season has come to a close for 2016. Fire danger is 
low, some prescribed burning is under way, our Single Engine Air Tanker (SEAT) base is 
closed, and many seasonal firefighting employees are off to other jobs or school. Wait, 
what? What is a SEAT? There is a SEAT base in Harney County? 

Part of the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) responsibility includes fire management 
on your public lands. In Harney County, the BLM also has a cooperative fire suppression 
role on adjacent lands administered by the U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, and State of Oregon. This all-encompassing, across-boundaries management 
effort is rolled into one division known as the Burns Interagency Fire Zone (BIFZ). The 
BIFZ covers nearly 10,000 square miles and utilizes multiple types of ground firefighting 
resources such as hand crews, water tenders, dozers and fire engines. In addition, a wide 
variety of helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft are used for aerial firefighting. The smallest 
of those are Single Engine Air Tankers. 

The “SEAT” idea was born in the early 1980s: Why not use agricultural spray planes to 
help fight wildfires, particularly in the rangeland environment?  The planes are highly 
maneuverable.  They can land almost anywhere.  And, unlike their bigger cousins—the 
large and very large air tankers—they are built specifically to deliver a liquid payload (for 
SEATs, around 800 gallons of water or retardant). The idea caught on, and an agriculture 
spray plane was first used on a wildfire in the Joshua Tree National Monument in 1987.  
By 1990, use of the planes had spread to several states, and the BLM instituted a separate 
program specifically for SEATs.  

The Burns SEAT base is housed at the Burns Municipal Airport. Not every BLM district 
has a SEAT base, but we are fortunate to have one in Harney County, and often support 
other areas as well. In 2016, the Burns SEAT base served a total of 102 missions and 
delivered about 75,000 gallons of retardant. Retardant is designed to protect flammable 
material from fire. The coating clings to vegetation and insulates it from an approaching 
inferno. From 2001 through 2016, the base delivered 1,96M gallons, with the 2007 and 
2014 seasons the heaviest at 482,250 and 455,826 gallons, respectively. Although 2016 
was a below-average year for wildfire activity, SEATs remain a valuable asset in the 
firefighting toolbox. For our fuel types and terrain, they are one of the most effective in 
fire suppression. 



 

 
 

Did you know that SEATs are just one part of BLM’s aviation program? Aside from 
supporting wildland and prescribed fire operations, many different types of aircraft are 
used by the bureau to meet mission requirements, such as: disaster response, animal 
census, wild horse and burro gather, habitat management, range survey, cadastral survey, 
law enforcement, forest management, photo mapping, search and rescue, weed spraying, 
and other uses related to public land and resource management. 

Watch for an opportunity to tour the Burns SEAT base in spring 2017!  


