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Radford Army Ammunition Plant - Past, Present, and Future

PAST: Radford Army 
Ammunition Plant (RFAAP) 

was constructed in late 1940 and 
early 1941 as a result of the 1939 War 
Production Act, and in preparation 
for WW II. 

The plant was built based on 
Hercules Inc. technology for 
propellant manufacturing and 
loading and was the first of a number 
of Army propellant plants built. 
Beginning in October 1940, a total 
of nearly 25,000 workers from “The 
Greatest Generation” converted 
over 8,000 acres of farmland in 
Montgomery and Pulaski Counties, 
VA from pasture land to two 
massive operating production plants 
including self supporting utilities, 
railroad, production and support 
facilities at the Radford Ordnance 
Works (ROW) and the New River 
Ordnance Plant (NROP), a 105mm 
charge loading facility, about 10 miles 
away in Dublin, VA.  Production 
ramped up swiftly to around the 
clock, for the huge mobilization 
effort to supply the war. The NROP 
was closed late during the war. It’s 
loading mission transferred to the 
newly built Indiana AAP (INAAP) 
propellant and loading facility. 

The RFAAP facility has been in 
continuous propellant production 
since its construction, except for a 
brief period in 1947-49.   It then was 
reactivated by Hercules in support 
of the Korean Conflict in 1949, and 
has been in active production since 
then, operated for the Government 
by Hercules and as of March 1995, 
by ATK (Alliant Techsystems Inc.). 

PRESENT: In the modern era, 
standby portions of RFAAP 

were reactivated and expanded 
rapidly beginning in 1965 in 
support of the Vietnam Conflict, 
with personnel exceeding 9,000 and 
propellant production levels higher 
than during WW II. In addition, 
a new TNT plant was started and 
completed in 1968 and produced at 
high levels until May 1974. In 1969, 
a major downsizing effort began as 
a result of reduction in the Vietnam 
Conflict.  Plant personnel levels 
dropped from over 9,000 to less than 
3,000. 

In the late 1970’s, and as part of 
the President Reagan Era (1981-
1989) defense buildup, RFAAP 
rapidly grew to a level of nearly 5,000 
workers. This buildup was the longest 
sustained production buildup in the 
history of the plant lasting from 1979 
to 1991. RFAAP has continued to be 
the major supplier of propellants for 
all DOD service branches. 

From 1992 to present, Alliant 
has been one of the leading plants 
in promotion and use of Facility 
Contracting, as well as utilization 
of the Armament Retooling and 
Manufacturing Support (ARMS) 
Initiative to develop commercial 
tenant use of idle Government 
facilities.

In the period from 1995-2005, 
ATK RFAAP, now organized 
as Alliant Ammunition and 
Energetics (AAE), has transitioned 
Radford from a Cost Plus/ Work 
Loaded operation to a Firm Fixed 
Price, competitively awarded, and 
contractor managed operation under 
Facilities Contracts with the U. S. 
Army.

Following the assumption 
of the Hercules Inc. operating 
contract for RFAAP by ATK 
(AlliantTechsystems Inc.) in 1995, 
two major relocations of operations 
were made to RFAAP by ATK- the 
Alliant Powder commercial sporting 

powders from Kenvil, NJ, and the 
DOD Medium Caliber Load, 
Assemble and Pack (LAP) operation 
from Joliet, IL.The relocations 
were funded from both the ARMS 
Program and ATK Corporate 
investments. These two operations 
continue to be the RFAAP anchor 
ARMS tenants, procuring major 
amounts of propellants, ingredients 
and support services from ATK 
RFAAP operations. 

Due to continued recruitment 
efforts under the ARMS program, 
numerous tenants occupy otherwise 
idle plant facilities. Presently 20 
different tenant operations employing 
over 350 people are now operating 
at RFAAP. Tenants range from 
major anchor tenants brought in by 
AAE,and Pyrotechnique by Grucci, 
to smaller business concerns . To name 
several:  Valentec- Mortar Systems 
Producer;  Virginia Tech- Coal 
Unloading and Storage ; Belmont 
Machining- Machine Tool Mfg.; 
Alexander Arms – Special Weapons 
Mfg;  Ares Defense Systems- Special 
Weapons Design /Build; Valley Turf- 
Mowing Contractor Office/ Repair 
shop; York International- HVAC 
supplies storage; Commonwealth 
Explosives- Commercial Explosives 
Distributor; and Pulaski and 
Montgomery Counties- Drinking 
Water Customers.

 With these major successes, 
AAE is one of the top performing 
plants in terms of ROI and plant 
cost reductions for ARMS dollars 
invested

FUTURE: AAE is executing a 
strategy of bringing in the best 

talent, and investing in technology 
to yield world-class energetics 
capabilities in our continuing 
transition to excellence.   AAE is 
currently working with PEO Ammo, 
and the Joint Munitions Command 
( JMC) to modernize RFAAP 
acid plants and provide additional 
Nitrocellulose capacity.  Success in 
these combined efforts will make 
available areas now utilized for 
operations and associated buffering 
for future development areas.

RFAAP has numerous location 
opportunities for new tenants, and 
is particularly suited for high utility 
needs applications, as RFAAP 
produces its own electricity, water, 
and steam, and has on-site facilities 
for sanitary sewer treatment, and 
biological waste water treatment. In 
addition, RFAAP has available 300- 
500 acres of land for development 
at the New River Storage Area 
10 miles away adjacent to I-81 in 
Dublin, VA.
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Extreme Makeover – Immediate Use Funds at Work
Transforming vacant warehouses 

into bustling centers of commerce 
and economic growth is just about 
the most “extreme” makeover around. 
For many visionary businesses 
and contractors, it also has been 
an extremely successful gamble 
that has helped turn older Army 
facilities into revenue generating 
assets. One of the many incentives 
that make these makeovers possible 
is the ARMS program’s Immediate 
Use Funds (IUF). Just as the name 
implies, these funds are available 
immediately to help prepare a site 
for tenants to move in quickly. 

Many of the ARMS facilities 
are older and may not meet 
current Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration (OSHA), 
Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) or other requirements 
involving the workplace. These 
buildings were originally designed 
to produce ammunition and the 
current structure is not always 
conducive to commercial businesses. 
IUF is available to help transform 
the site into a workable location for 
the tenant. Modifications/alterations 
such as electrical, plumbing, water, 
partitioning, painting, structural 
repair, and equipment upgrades are 
just a few of the many projects that 
are typically paid for with IUF.  

“From my perspective, woman 
owned, Veteran owned, small 
business government set-aside 

contractors, the local public school 
district and start up companies 
have all benefited at Lake City 
from Immediate Use Funds,” said 
Jack Figg, Director of Business 
Development and Community 
Affairs at Lake City Business 
Center located in Independence, 
MO. “80 percent of our tenants have 
benefited from IUF. IUF can level 
up the playing field to some degree 
by cleaning up the idle facility; pay 
the cost of assuring basic utilities 
and getting the facility ready for 
move in condition. If IUF were not 
available, the space would not likely 
be rentable to private sector lease 
prospects.” 

Small businesses have typically 
benefited the most from the ARMS 
program incentives and it’s no 
secret why - small businesses are 
the core of our economy and these 
entrepreneurs are always looking for 
a good deal. 

“Tenants choose the ARMS 
program because it makes moving 
to the AAP facility an affordable 
business proposition,” said Winnie 
Wu, General Manager for NI 
Industries the operating contractor 
at the Riverbank, CA Army 
Ammunition Plant (AAP). “The 
facility can be retrofitted to their 
requirements with a reasonable 
return on investment in terms of 
rent, thereby minimizing the initial 
start up time and their capital 
expenses. “

Tailoring development to meet 
the needs of small businesses has 
been a core mission at many of the 
AAP facilities and the economic 
numbers explain why. A new 2004 
study released by the Office of 
Advocacy of the Small Business 
Administration sheds light on the 
importance of small businesses in 
our economy. Here are some facts 
from this new study:
• Small businesses, defined as having 
500 employees or less, represent 
99.7 percent of all U.S. firms. Small 
business drives the U.S. economy by 
providing jobs for over half of the 
private workforce. 

• Small businesses create 60 to 80 
percent of the net new jobs.

• Small businesses create more than 
half of the private non-farm gross 
domestic product.

• The future looks good, as small 
businesses are growing. In 2004, 
there was strong growth of 7.3 
percent in proprietor’s income. 
Business bankruptcies decreased by 
2.1 percent and self-employment 
increased by 2.2 percent. 

An example of a small business 
that was attracted to an ARMS 
facility is Transit-Mix Concrete. This 
successful company has been serving 
the Tri-Cities, Tennessee area with 
ready-mixed concrete since 1946.

“It was our dream for years to have 
a batch plant in each of the tri-cities 
that we serve,” said Ernie Walker, 
President and CEO of Transit-
Mix. “The Kingsport Holston 
AAP location was perfect for us 
because it was centrally located 
and it was available. We didn’t 
have to jump through hoops to get 
it zoned properly, it was already 
zoned industrial. The only real issue 
we had to deal with was ingress/
egress improvements. We utilized 
Immediate Use Funds to pay for 
these improvements which was great 
because we didn’t have to go through 
the budget process again. IUF just 

expedited the whole process; it really 
was a godsend to us.” 

Holston AAP has maximized 
the benefits of IUF to continue 
the unprecedented growth at the 
facility. 

 “IUF provides an expedient 
method to make building/site 
modifications to help prospective 
tenants move in quickly,” said Tony 
Hewitt, Holston’s Commercial 
Development Director. “The funds, 
which are pre-positioned at the 
facility, can be approved and drawn 
down with a minimum amount of 
both paperwork and approval time. 
The Government staff at the Holston 
Business and Technology Park 
understands the importance of being 
able to react to prospective tenant 
needs and have worked closely with 
us to maximize the benefit of this 
important ARMS incentive. We try 
very hard to attract small business 
to the site and these funds have 
certainly helped us be successful 
in this endeavor. We try to be very 
proactive at commercializing the site 
and IUF are one very important tool 
to help us achieve success.”

When the Lake City Credit 
Union located in the Lake City 
AAP, their primary focus was to 
serve the employees of the on-site 

Before and after renovation for the Lake City Credit Union. 
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contractor ATK. Originally, the 
Lake City Credit Union was tucked 
away in a remote section of Building 
5. To increase visibility, the credit 
union was relocated to the entry of 
Building 5, an ATM was stationed 
out front and a new glass entryway 
was constructed to create a more 
open and inviting atmosphere. These 
improvements have allowed the 
Lake City Credit Union to grow 
to a four thousand member, $300 
million credit union and attract a 
broader customer base covering a 9 
zip code area.

“When we made the move and 
the improvements were completed, 
we saw a fair jump in our business,” 
said Barb Bellew, Regional Manager 
of the Lake City Credit Union. “It 
was like night and day between the 
old location and the new location. 
Our ATM is quite busy, handling 
over 500 transactions a month. Our 
offices reflect the fact that we are 
a professional and stable financial 
institution. Our members have 
commented that they enjoy coming 
to this location and our staff really 
liked the changes as well. It has been 
a real boost to our credit union.”  

Radford AAP in Radford, VA 
is another facility that has utilized 
IUF extensively. Virtually all 
current tenants have benefited 
from IUF. These tenants include: 
Ares Defense Systems, Alexander 
Arms Ltd., Belmont Machining 
Inc., Valley Turf, York International, 
Alliant Painting, Virginia Railcar 
Services, US Cellular, Crown 
Castle International, Montgomery 
County PSA, Pulaski County PSA, 
Alliant Techsystems Ordnance 
Group Offices and Commonwealth 
Explosives LLC.

Cutting through the red tape, one 
of the biggest benefits of IUF is the 
speed and ease of getting access to 
the funds. 

 “The Immediate Use funding 
process is streamlined and because 
of this a building can quickly be 
upgraded and made ‘move-in ready’ 
for the tenant,” said Doug Hanify, 
Manager of Economic Development 
for the Commerce Center of 

Southeast Iowa in Middletown, IA. 
“Some of the projects completed at 
the Iowa AAP include carpeting, 
installing a high speed T1 line for 
internet access in an office building 
and repair/replacement of overhead 
doors in a garage used by several 
tenants.”

As businesses grow and sometimes 
outgrow their space, IUF can also 
be utilized to help secure lease 
expansions and renewals. In this 
sense, many of the facilities operate 
like a business incubator – helping 
fledging companies to gain a foot 
hold and then helping them launch 
into the next phase of their business 
development. 

“Assuming site prep costs could 
be captured by the maximum IUF 
allowed, the tenant could expect 
to move in with no out of pocket 
expense,” said Figg.  “If the tenant 
could begin work with no expense 
except for the first month’s rent…it 
could make the difference in them 
coming to Lake City AAP versus 
elsewhere in our area.”

For many prospective tenants, a 
“makeover” is needed to get them 
ready to do business at an ARMS 
facility. Once the transformation is 
complete these businesses are off to 
a running start.

For the past four years the Fort 
Osage School District has operated 
a unique school at Lake City that 
provides a structured learning 
environment dedicated to providing 
educational growth and positive 
behavior strategies that will give 
students the skills needed to be 
successful in future challenges and 
life-long endeavors.  On average 
the school has an enrollment of 
approximately 20-35 students with 
a capacity of 46. These students 
range in age from kindergarteners to 

eighth graders. In 2005, Lake City 
School also became home to a long 
term suspension program. 

“Our school is for kids who 
may have difficulty managing 
their emotions and they need an 
environment that allows them to 
gain control of their feelings,” said 
Debbie Laemmli, Lake City School 
Coordinator. “This is not a punitive 
setting.”

Over the past four years, the 
transformation in Building 6 has 
been dramatic. Where there once 
was an Army warehouse, now 
there are four complete classrooms, 
one special education room, three 
recovery rooms and a teacher’s 
room. 

“This is a very unique environment 
to have a school in,” said Laemmli. 
“We have the benefit of great security 
– we are not likely to have an outside 
intruder come into our school. And 
we just have so much space, which is 
a tremendous factor on our success 
rate. All of our teachers agree – the 
space is awesome.”

Ft Osage Lake City Alternative School.

ARMS Immediate Use 
Funds Overview

In addition to all the other 
ARMS incentives, Immediate Use 
Funds are available to make minor 
changes to buildings and equipment 
to facilitate quicker move in times 
for new tenants and to respond to 
the immediate needs of current 
tenants. Each IUF request is limited 
to $50,000 or less.

The general scope of work covered 
by IUF is:

Equipment Movement
For the installation and movement 
of contractor or government-owned 
equipment located on the facility.

Equipment Upgrade  /Modification 
For the upgrade or modification of 
production equipment located at the 
facility for specific commercial reuse 
efforts. Funds may also be provided 
to bring existing government-
owned production equipment into 
compliance with required health 
and safety codes.

Building Alterations /Modification 
To improve and modify buildings 
to accommodate commercial or 
non-traditional tenants. These 
improvements can be tailored to 
meet your defined business needs. 

Environmental Baseline
To conduct an initial visual 
inspection and records search for 
areas requested.

IUF In Action:
Fort Osage R-1 School District Lake City Alternative School 






