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New Long Range Strike Bomber – Is it needed? 
 

The Department of Defense has begun a comprehensive review of the national nuclear deterrence force, 

which is a “three legged stool” consisting to land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles, submarine-

launched ballistic missiles, and Long Range Strike aircraft (LRS).  As a part of this effort, the United 

States Air Force recently let a preliminary design contract with Northrop Grumman for a new LRS,        

the B-21.  The term “LRS” has replaced the old term “Bomber” because is more specific and better 

describes the role of the aircraft.  The Air Force now operates three types of LRS aircraft: the venerable 

B-52, the oldest of the three, has been in the inventory for more than 60 years (the latest were built in 

1962); the B-1B entered operational service in 1985; and the newest, the B-2, has been operational since 

2010. 

 
Under current plans, B-52 aircraft will remain in service until at least 2040. While they are large, relatively slow, 

and are easily detected by radar, they have a very long range and large payload, and are, thus, very capable of a 

variety of missions.  Of the total of 742 B-52s produced for the US Air Force, only 75 are still flying.  These most 

current H-models, were delivered more than 50 years ago, but upgrades to the airframe and systems make them 

highly effective.  In contrast, the 63 B-1 aircraft offer higher performance, but slightly less versatility, as they are 

smaller than the B-52s.  B-1 aircraft have been used to support Middle Eastern operations for more than 10 years, 

which has accelerated wear on the airframe.  The newest aircraft, the B-2, is the most capable in terms of 

performance, low radar cross section and versatility, but the fleet numbers only 20.  B-2 aircraft have been involved 

in operations worldwide since 1999. 

 
Traditionally, bomber aircraft have been one of the cornerstones of the U.S. nuclear deterrence mission; however, 

since the current bomber types range in age from 17 to 57 years, technology has generally outpaced them.  Older 

aircraft are more expensive to maintain and upgrade.  New airframes and systems would enhance effectiveness as 

well as survivability and readiness, while reducing operational costs.  The value of the heavy bomber in modern 

warfare is unquestioned, from the Linebacker missions that led to the end of the Southeast Asia Conflict (Vietnam 

and Thailand), to frequent missions in the ongoing wars against Middle East terrorists.   

 

In contrast, some question the necessity of a new bomber, citing the increased capabilities of the most 

modern attack aircraft.  Aerial refueling is almost universal, so range is limited only by pilot endurance.  

Payload is not as great but can be matched by more aircraft.  As technology advances, so do costs.  A new 

bomber project could easily cost trillions of dollars, and each airplane could cost hundreds of millions.  

Can we afford this? 

 
The challenge of this topic is for you to research available information, decide what you think, and write a two page 

essay on what you think and why.  While research is critical to creating an entry, the essay must be written in the 

student’s own words—be cautious of what you copy and quote.  Please, no plagiarizing. 

 

Things to consider:  
In answering the theme question, remember that there are no right or wrong answers.  Your challenge is 

to research your facts, pick and define the position you will discuss, and frame your response within the 

two-page limit, while supporting why you feel this position is important to national security.  

There are numerous sources of information; news broadcasts, talk shows, newspapers and magazines, and 

of course, the internet is filled with references; find them and turn them into an opinion. The Air Force 

Association website at www.AFA.org has a wide range of information as does the Air Force website, 

www.af.mil, and many more than we can possibly mention. We know you are bright, talented, and able! 

We look forward to your response.  

Good luck and thanks for your interest! 


