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Since 2005, US Air Force (USAF) leaders have committed themselves to fielding a new land-based,

penetrating, long-range strike system (LRSS) by 2018. In March 2008, then USAF secretary Mike

Wynne announced that a LRSS program aimed at achieving an initial operational capability (IOC) in

2018 existed, but was classified. What sort of system is needed?

Why is it needed? How urgent is that need? This report addresses these questions in light of the

security environment confronting the United States in the early twenty-first century. Since the Air

Force’s new LRSS program remains classified, however, this analysis concentrates less on exactly

what sort of system the United States ought to field than on why it seems unwise to defer IOC to the

late 2030s or beyond, as earlier Air Force plans proposed.

The first question that needs to be considered in exploring the rationale for a next-generation

bomber is how to think about the issue.



Most fundamentally, is the proper context non-nuclear or conventional operations? Should the

potential of a new LRSS to deter nuclear use also be taken into account, or should the United States

be satisfied with a “conventional-only” design, meaning one without the hardening needed for

nuclear employment? Because the American consensus on the need for nuclear weapons and the

role they should play in US security has largely broken down since the Cold War ended, these

questions are not easily answered. Nevertheless, the uncertainties of the future international

security environment argue against limiting the 2018 bomber strictly to conventional operations.

Sufficient hardening against the electromagnetic pulse (EMP) generated by a nuclear detonation to

enable the LRSS to deliver a thermonuclear bomb without risking damage to its on-board electronics

is far cheaper to emplace during production than later.Taking this prudent step would not make the

2018 LRSS primarily a nuclear bomber. The overall argument in this report for moving forward as

rapidly as possible to field a follow-on to the B-2 for long-range strike is based on examining a range

of “generic scenarios.” In the case of conventional operations, these scenarios include:

1. Situations requiring a sufficient radius of action from the last air-refueling point to reach targets

deep in defended airspace;

2. Conflicts in which there is a need to strike targets at intercontinental distances from the

continental United States because in-theater bases are not available;

3. Missions requiring the survivability to persist in defended airspace in order to prosecute time-

sensitive targets;

4. Operations in which US forces must have the radius of action to be able to home-base beyond

the reach of anti-access/areadenial capabilities;

5. Any campaign that that demands better matching of munitions to targets; and

6. Circumstances requiring the ability to provide all-weather, round-the-clock/day-in-day-out indirect

fire support to ground forces.

The central argument in this report is that need and urgency inherent in the first four of these six

generic situations alone suffice to make a strong case for fielding a new LRSS in the early 2020s.



In addition, though, there are nuclear scenarios that not only merit consideration, but may

strengthen the argument for both moving ahead with the 2018 LRSS and ensuring that it has

adequate EMP hardening. These scenarios are far more speculative, and vastly more debatable,

than the conventional ones. They hinge on the hypothesis that, in the case of small atomic arsenals

in the hands of regional adversaries such as Iran, limited nuclear options may again be thinkable,

just as they were from 1945 until the early 1950s. Whether the threat of nuclear use against a

regional power with limited nuclear weapons and reach is used to deter or compel, manned

bombers seem preferable to ballistic missiles because they give the president more time for second

thoughts and allow the strike to be aborted at the last possible moment.

Of course, given the likely resistance to such ideas due to longstanding beliefs about nuclear

deterrence and the catastrophic consequences of any nuclear use, the nuclear scenarios may not

carry much weight in the eyes of some—or perhaps many—readers. For this reason, the primary

case for the need and urgency to field a new LRSS between 2018 and the early 2020s hinges on the

conventional scenarios, especially the first four of the six examined in this report. Of these four, the

most important for the design of a next-generation, long-range strike system is adequate

persistence and survivability in defended airspace to deal with time-sensitive targets. While this is an

ambitious goal, investing the tens of billions of dollars that will be required to field a new LRSS while

failing to provide this critical capability would seem to be a waste of taxpayers’ money.


