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FACED WITH AN AGING BOMBER FLEET—76 B-52s, which first flew in 1952, 66 B-1Bs from
the mid-1980s, and 20 B-2 stealth bombers from the 1990s—the U.S. Air Force is moving to devel-
op a new long-range model before the B-52s and B-1Bs are retired. The Long Range Strike bomber,
which people outside the Air Force call the B-3, will be designed to penetrate air defense
systems and reach targets deep inside enemy territory. Originally planned for deploy-
ment in 2018, the B-3 now has been pushed back to the mid-2020s. The Air Force
wants 80 to 100 of them. There is no program office yet, and no models or draw-
ings exist showing what the bomber might look like. Few requirements have
even been discussed so far, says Air Force spokesman Major Chad Steffey,
“except that it will have some low-observable characteristics” like a
flattened surface area. “Obviously, the B-2 is kind of the baseline,”
he adds. Canvassing military aviation analysts has pro-
vided a few more clues to the design of the
next U.S. strategic bomber.
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Range
It’s expected to have a combat
radius of 2,500 miles without
refueling. Since 1957, when
the Air Force flew three B-52s
around the world, strategic
bombers have been expect-
ed to have global reach.

Countermeasures
Besides advanced radar jam-
ming capabilities, the bomber
will have a comprehensive
electronic warfare and sup-
port package, analysts say.

Speed
It will be fast but subsonic—
0.9 Mach—in order to maxi-
mize its stealth technology.
In supersonic flight, the bomber
could be vulnerable to infrared
search and track systems.

Maintenance 
Maintaining aircraft with
stealth technology could drive
up costs, as happened with the  
B-2, which must be housed in
air-conditioned hangars.

Materials
Probably mostly carbon-fiber-
reinforced plastics, similar 
to what’s on the B-2, with 
extensive use of metals like ti-
tanium, says Richard Aboulafia
of the Teal Group, an aerospace
analyst firm. Antennas will be
molded into the aircraft’s skin.

Arms
It will carry either conven-
tional bombs and missiles or
nuclear weapons, the Air Force
says. Analysts expect it to car-
ry weapons ranging from the
250-pound GBU-39 Small 
Diameter Bomb to the future
Next Generation Penetrator
“bunker buster” bomb, along
with a variety of air-to-surface
weapons.

Cost
The Air Force says it will need
$3.7 billion for development
costs for fiscal years 2012
through 2016. Total cost 
could be as much as $100 mil-
lion to $250 million per air-
plane, analysts say, compared
to the $2 billion price tag of
each B-2. Protecting the cock-
pit from radiation could make
the bomber heavier and costli-
er. To save time and money,
the Air Force says those pro-
tections will be built in from
the start, even though the
bomber won’t be immedi-
ately certified to fly nuclear
missions.

ISR
It has yet to be determined if
intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance technologies
will be on board or if the
bomber will link to other ISR-
equipped aircraft, Steffey says.
Maintaining those kinds of
communications links requires
a lot of bandwidth, which could
be vulnerable to enemy jam-
ming unless the aircraft has
electronic countermeasures,
analysts say. 

Cockpit
The Air Force plans for the
aircraft to be “optionally
manned,” meaning it could
accommodate a crew or be
flown remotely.  For nuclear
missions, the bomber could
carry two crew members.

Stealth
Conventional radar will have
a tough time picking up the
bomber’s silhouette. Like the
B-2, the new bomber will like-
ly be shaped like a manta ray,
with no tail or vertical stabi-

lizers. There’s talk that it might
be smaller than the four-en-
gine B-2, to reduce its heat sig-
nature. Look for it to have a
single bomb bay and two en-
gines, says Barry Watts, a for-
mer Air Force officer and De-
partment of Defense analyst
now at the Center for Strate-
gic and Budgetary Studies.
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