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I THE SOVIET BACKFIRE BOMBER: 

. .  . -  . . . .  - .. _. - . - .  I . . . . .  . .  

CAPABILITIES AND SAL T COMPLICA TIONS 

THE ISSUE 

Among t h e  most vexing i s s u e s  confront ing t h e  c u r r e n t  round 
of S t r a t e g i c  Arms Limitat ion T a l k s  (SALT 11) is  t h e  d i s p o s i t i o n  of 
t h e  Sovie t  Union's c o n t r o v e r s i a l  supersonic bomber whose NATO code- 
name is  Backfire.* The p ro t r ac t ed  d i s p u t e  relates t o  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  
about t h e  a i r c r a f t ' s  purported t e c h n i c a l  p r o p e r t i e s  and c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  
production rate and deployment posture ,  and even t h e  p ropr i e ty  of 
i t s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  as an i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  s t r a t e g i c  d e l i v e r y  system 
sub jec t  t o  negot ia ted  res t r ic t ions.  

The Sovie t  Union has c o n s i s t e n t l y  maintained t h a t  range and 
des ign  c o n s t r a i n t s  consign t h e  Backfire  t o  "medium" (i.e. non- 
s t r a t e g i c )  bomber s t a t u s ,  and t h a t  t he  a i rc raf t  sho.uld accordingly 
be excluded from t h e  l i m i t a t i o n  gu ide l ines  e s t ab l i shed  a t  Vladivostok 
i n  November 1974 f o r  a follow-on SALT agreement. The United S t a t e s ,  
i n i t i a l l y  r e l u c t a n t  t o  accept  t h e  Soviet  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  Back- 
f i r e ' s  na tu re  (and hence n e g o t i a b i l i t y )  # claimed t h a t ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  ' 

executing pe r iphe ra l  at . tack missions i n  Europe and A s i a ,  t h e  p lane  
could f l y  h igh-a l t i tude ,  unrefueled sorties a t  subsonic speeds from 
forward s t ag ing  areas, s t r i k e  se l ec t ed  t a r g e t s  i n  t h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  
United States, and recover i n  t h i r d  coun t r i e s .  A s  .the nego t i a t ions  
have proceeded, a confluence of f a c t o r s  has apparent ly  induced t h e  
United Sta-tes t o  modify i t s  assessment and a t tempt  t o  r e so lve .  t h e  
quandary o u t s i d e  t h e  formal t r e a t y  framework. 

Despite d e f i n i t i o n a l  ambigui t ies  and tactical  stalemates, 
however, t h e  a v a i l a b l e  evidence s t rong ly  suggests  t h a t  t h e  i n t r o -  
duc t ion  of t h e  Backfire  i n t o  t h e  U.S.S.R.'s ope ra t iona l  inventory 

*NATO code-names w i l l  hereinafter accompany the formal design bureau t i t les  
of Soviet Weapons Systems. 
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has augmented t h a t  coun t ry ' s  heretofore r e l a t i v e l y  limited capac i ty  
f o r  a v a r i e t y  of multiple-range aerial  missions.  
f i re  r e p r e s e n t s  a major advance i n  deployed Sovie t  m i l i t a r y  c a p a b i l i t y  

As such, t h e  Back- 

--,- whose strategic - imp l i ca t ions  exceed the determinat ion of a mutually 
s a t i s f a c t o r y  SALT 11, pact. 

Whether American policymakers f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e  t h i s  r e a l i t y  
is arguable.  Indeed, concern over t h e  C a r t e r  Adminis t ra t ion ' s  approach 
t o  t h e  problem posed by t h e  Backf i re  has been compounded by c e r t a i n  
developments i n  our  own weapons programs, including c a n c e l l a t i o n  of 
B-1 bomber procurement and t h e  concessions r epor t ed ly  made a t  Geneva 
on air-launched c r u i s e  missiles ( the  o s t e n s i b l e  replacement for  an 
American 'manned pene t r a t ing  bomber). C r i t i c s  fear t h a t  t h e  Backf i r e ' s  
emergence as a factor i n  t h e  overall m i l i t a r y  equat ion r i s k s  being 
downplayed i n  t h e  has ty  p u r s u i t  of an arms c o n t r o l  accord or subordi- 
nated t o  immediate p o l i t i c a l  cons idera t ions  whose long-term e f f e c t s  
might prove in imica l  t o  United States and a l l ied '  s e c u r i t y  i n t e r e s t s .  

This  paper w i l l  examine t h e  Backfire  i s s u e  within t h e  con tex t  
of t h e  arms l i m i t a t i o n  process  as w e l l  as from the pe r spec t ive  of t h e  
a i rc raf t ' s  p o t e n t i a l  t h r e a t  i n  appl ied  war-fighting roles. 

S T R A T E G I C  B O M B E R S  A N D  S A L T  

S t r a t e g i c ,  or "heavy" bombers are commonly understood as those 
which have an unrefueled range of approximately 6,000 k i lometers  
(3 ,500  n a u t i c a l  m i l e s ) .  This d e f i n i t i o n  i s  somewhat decept ive ,  how- 
ever ,  s i n c e  range i s  a func t ion  of several related elements, includ- 
ing  t h e  payload carried and p o i n t  of launch, and thus  d i s t i n c t i o n s  
between strategic and tact ical  'nuc lear  d e l i v e r y  v e h i c l e s  are n o t  a l -  
ways c l e a r l y  drawn. 
are a p t l y  ref erred t o  as  "gray-area" systems).  Furthermore, bombers 
whose normal unrefueled range i s  less than t h a t  designated fo r  stra- 
t e g i c  a i rcraf t  can r a p i d l y  acqu i r e  an  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  c a p a b i l i t y l  
through t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of modern i n - f l i g h t  r e f u e l i n g  techniques.  

(Those weapons which f a l l  wi th in  t h i s  category 

A t  t he  incep t ion  of the  SALT nego t i a t ions  i n  1969 ,  t h e  Sovie t  
Union characterized as  strategic any weapon t h a t  could d e l i v e r  ord- 
nance on t h e  homeland of t h e  o the r  country,  i r r e s p e c t i v e  of t h e  geo- 
g raph ica l  p o i n t  of launch. The Soviets ,  t he re fo re ,  argued i n  favor  
of r e s t r i c t i o n s  on t h e  "forward-based systems" (FBS) maintained by 
t h e  United States i n  c e n t r a l  Europe, including t h e  land and carrier- 
based fighter-bombers (e.g. F B - 1 1 1 ' s )  t h a t  could r each  Sovie t  terri- 
t o r y  armed wi th  nuc lear  warheads. 
such systems w e r e  necessary t o  balance t h e  Warsaw Pact 's  q u a n t i t a t i v e  

The United States countered t h a t  

1. For  a concise overview of the problems associated with de f in i t ions  of 
s t ra teg ic  weapons systems, particularly i n  an arms control context,  see the 
chapter on "Strategic Forces'' i n  Francis P. Hoeber, David B. Kassing, and 
W i l l i a m  Schneider ( e d s . ) ,  Arms, Men, and Military Budgets: Issues for 
Fiscal Year 1979, National Strategy Information Center, Inc. (Crane, Russak 
and Coqpany, - -- Inc; New York,_ - 1978Ja. - 
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s u p e r i o r i t y  i n  t h e a t e r  gene ra l  purpose fo rces ,  and t h a t  t h e i r  in-  
c l u s i o n  i n  t h e  b i l a t e r a l  SALT framework, without  compensatory c u t s  
i n  Soviet  and Pact theater u n i t s ,  would be m i l i t a r i l y  d e s t a b i l i z i n g  
and would t r i g g e r  s e r i o u s  repercuss ions  wi th in  NATO. 

Manned s t r a t e g i c  bombers w e r e  exempted from t h e  1972  SALT I 
Inter im Agreement on Offensive S t r a t e g i c  Systems, which placed limits 
on t h e  numbers and permiss ib le  conversion op t ions  of f ixed ,  land-based 
i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  b a l l i s t i c  m i s s i l e  launchers  ( I C B M ' s )  and submarine- 
launched b a l l i s t i c  missiles (SLBM's). The United S t a t e ' s  inventory 

.oflong-range bombers was then comprised of some 400  Boeing B-52's 
(G/H class) and dual-capable General Dynamics F B - l l l A ' s ,  while t h e  
accepted Sovie t  complement of heavy a i r c r a f t  configured f o r  s t r a t e g i c  
purposes t o t a l e d  approximately 1 4 0  Tupolev-95 Bears and Myasischev-4 
Bisons. 

TABLE I 

The SALT I Agreement on Strates ic  Offensive Weapons 

Soviet Union United States 

SLBM' s 740 (950)b 656 (710)' 

. -  
ICBM S i los  1 ,618a -1,054.- . ~ -. . 

Submarines 62 44c 

a. 
estimates. The l i m i t s  included launchers deployed o r  under 
construct ion as o f  Ju ly  1, 1972. . 

The f igures  f o r  Soviet systems were based on United States 

b. These f igures  were provided i n  an accomp.anying Protocol. 
The numbers i n  parentheses r e f e r  t o  conversion opti,ons, i.e. 
the higher ce i l i ngs  permitted i f  equivalent numbers of older, 
pre-1964 generation miss i les  were dismantled. 

c. The Soviets issued a un i l a te ra l  i n te rp re ta t i on  according t o  
which B r i t i s h  and French b a l l i s t i c - m i s s i l e  submarines must be 
included i n  the aggregate speci f ied f o r  s im i la r  United States 
submarines. 

The conten t ious  bomber i s s u e  w a s  deferred for  subsequent nego- 
t i a t i o n s .  The Sovie ts  w e r e  n o t  expected t o  deploy any new long- 
range bombers during t h e  five-year l i fe -span  of t h e  accord,  d e s p i t e  
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i n t e l l i g e n c e  confirmation of e x i s t i n g  pro to types  as e a r l y  as  J u l  
1970.  Moreover, American policymakers w e r e  ave r se  t o  in t roduc i ig -  
o b j e c t i o n s  which they f e l t  might jeopard ize  t h e  then-pervasive a t -  
mosphere of de t en te ;  it w a s  l ikewise  s t r e s s e d  t h a t ,  among o t h e r  
t h ings ,  t h e  United S t a t e s '  s i z a b l e  numerical l ead  i n  bombers offset  
impending Sovie t  advantages i n  o the r  r e l e v a n t  m i l i t a r y  c a t e g o r i e s  
( inc luding  those  d i s p a r i t i e s  sanctioned by t h e  In te r im Agreement). 

The skept ic ism generated by SALT I ' i n c r e a s e d  i n  propor t ion  t o  
t h e  accumulating r e v e l a t i o n s  of new Sovie t  weapons deployment and/or 
a l l eged  v i o l a t i o n s  of va r ious  s t i p u l a t i o n s  of t h e  accords.  The 
Ford-Brezhnev summit a t  Vladivostok sought t o  ameliorate misgivings 
and avoid procedural  deadlocks by announcing g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  a ten- 
year SALT p a c t  t o  extend from 1975 t o  1985. The m o s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  
a s p e c t s  of t h e  Vladivostok gu ide l ines  w e r e  t h a t  they expanded poten- 
t i a l  t r e a t y  coverage t o  inc lude  bombers and set an equal  aggregate  
c e i l i n g .  for each s i d e  of 2,400 s t r a t e g i c  nuclear  d e l i v e r y  v e h i c l e s  
(with allowance for  a mix of weapons systems wi th in  t h e  designated 
t o t a l ) .  A sub-l imit  of 1,320 w a s  placed on t h e  number of weapons 
t h a t  could be armed wi th  mul t ip l e ,  independently-targetable re-entry 
v e h i c l e s  ( M I R V ' s ) .  

A cavea t  i s  necessary he re  i n  o rde r  t o  p l ace  i n t o  pe r spec t ive  
t h e  Vladivostok formula as  it relates t o  t h e  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  of 
"gray-area" systems such as t h e  Backfire. The measures of s t r a t e g i c  
c a p a b i l i t y  which should i d e a l l y  comprise an aggregate  c e i l i n g  on 
o f f e n s i v e  f o r c e  l e v e l s  are those which m o s t  a ccu ra t e ly  r e f l e c t  t h e  
m i l i t a r y  balance over time.3 
cri teria s e l e c t e d  must s a t i s f y  t h e  requirement of guaranteeing a 
s i t u a t i o n  of " e s s e n t i a l  s t r a t e g i c  equivalence" ( t o  c i t e  t h e  r u b r i c  
c u r r e n t l y  i n  vogue i n  descr ib ing  t h e  ba lance) ,  or a t  least  t h e  p o l i t i -  
cal  appearance of "equivalence" a s  a func t ion  .of va r ious  i n d i c a t o r s  
of o f f ens ive  s t r a t e g i c  power. The inhe ren t  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  d e l i n e a t i n g  
p r e c i s e l y  those  weapons systems t o  be aggregated i s  compounded by 
t h e  e x i s t e n t  asymmetries i n  t h e  compositions of t h e  r e s p e c t i v e  United 
States and Sovie t  s t r a t e g i c  nuclear  a r sena l s .  Historical, technologi- 
cal, bureaucra t ic  and o t h e r  f a c t o r s  have impelled t h e  superpowers t o  
proceed a t  varying l e v e l s  of f o r c e  modernization and t o  p l ace  d i f -  
f e r i n g  degrees  of emphasis on va r ious  components of t h e i r  f o r c e  
s t r u c t u r e s .  Several  i n d i c a t o r s  can be e l abora t ed ,  including those  
which characterize t h e  non-quant i f iable  a t t r i b u t e s  of d i v e r s e  force 
pos tures ,  such as conceptual  d i s p a r i t i e s  regarding t h e  u t i l i t y  of 
nuclear  weapons t a r g e t i n g  doc t r ines ,  g e o p o l i t i c a l  in f luences ,  etc. 
Y e t  a comprehenslvedef i n i t i o n  of I'equi'l%ZEZ" as expressed i n  

It i s  f r equen t ly  argued t h a t  t h e  

4 

2. Janes's A l l  the World's Aircraft, 1977-78, p. 462. 

3 .  See Richard B u r t ,  "Salt and Offensive Force Levels," Orbis Summer 1974, 
pp. 465-481. The author offers a detai led examination of  the complexities 
of constructing equitable arms l imitat ion proposals involving an aggregate 
c e i l i n g ,  espec ia l ly  when dealing with asymmetrical force structures. 

- 

4. Ibid. ,  p. 469. - 
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aggregate  c e i l i n g s  or negot iab le  quotas  f o r  t h e  deployment of cer- 
t a i n  systems may prove so complex or vague t h a t  prospec ts  f o r  meaning- 
f u l  agreements are reduced. Indeed, t h e  sole e f f e c t  of such an ex- 
ercise might be t o  create t h e  p o l i t i c a l l y  p a l a t a b l e  (though dubious) 
appearance of progress  toward l i m i t i n g  armaments as  a means of de- 
f l e c t i n g  criticism from opponents of a p a r t i c u l a r  a r m s  c o n t r o l  pack- 
age, or i n  t h e  hope o.fmit igat ing t h e  p o t e n t i a l  of e i t h e r  p a r t y  t o  
e x p l o i t  percept ions  of s t r a t e g i c  power f o r  p a t e n t l y  p o l i t i c a l  objec- 
t i v e s .  

As such, ques t ionable  compromises are o f t e n  produced by t h e  l a c k  
of s p e c i f i c i t y  i n  de f in ing  what i s  accountable.  Moreover, s i n c e  t h e  
Sov ie t s  are n o t  forthcoming i n  providing hard d a t a  regarding t h e i r  
weapons development programs, t h e  United S t a t e s  i s  forced t o  r e l y  
on i n t e l l i g e n c e  estimates i n  cons t ruc t ing  what i s ' p e r c e i v e d  t o  be an  
equi tab le ,  and t h e r e f o r e  negot iab le ,  proposal.  

The simultaneous in t roduc t ion  of t h e  Backfire  i n t o  t h e  Sovie t  
Long-Range and Naval Aviation forces i n  l a te  1974 seems representa-  

, t i v e  of t h e  dilemma confront ing American n e g o t i a t o r s  under such cir- 
cumstances. The Ford Adminis t ra t ion 's  t e n t a t i v e  dec i s ion  i n  1975  
( later adopted and sharpened by t h e  Carter Administration) t o  exempt 
t h e  Backfire  from t h e  aggregate  c e i l i n g  pending c l a r i f i c a t i o n  of i t s  
c a p a b i l i t i e s  i s  widely i n t e r p r e t e d  t o  have been occasioned by t h e  
need " t o  persuade t h e  Sovie t  Union t o  abandon i t s  demand t h a t  t h e  
FB-111 and o t h e r  American nuclear-armed tact ical  combat systems be 
counted among t h e  s t r a t e g i c  weapons. 'I5: 

c o n t r a d i c t s  t h e  recommendation of t h e  J o i n t  Chiefs  of S t a f f  t o  in-  
c lude  t h e  Backfire  i n  t h e  aggregate,  " s i n c e  it has  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
and c a p a b i l i t i e s  similar or super ior  t o  those  a i rcraf t  which both 
s i d e s  agree are heavy bombers."6 An assessment of t h e  f e a s i b i l i t y  
of t h i s  proposal  demands a closer look a t  t h e  Backfire  system. 

The trade-off apparent ly  

T H E  B A C K F I R E  BOMBER: A P R O F I L E  

By way of i n t roduc t ion ,  t h e  following t w o  graphics  are provided 
t o  f a c i l i t a t e  a gene ra l  understanding of t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  Backfire  
bomber and i t s  t e c h n i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  (See Page 6 )  

5. Georg Panyalev, "Backfire -- Soviet Counter to the American B-1," - - 

International Defense Review, May 1975, p. 639. 

6. General George S. Brown, US", Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
United States Military Posture for F Y  1972, p. 31. 
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Figure I 
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Technical data on Eneldin 8' 

designated with the letter A and production models with 

, I  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  'Under the NATO coding system. prototype aircraft are ILS SP50 I TABLE I1 
the kiter 8. 
Cmw . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3 

Dirnemionm 
Overall length . . . . . . . . . . .  42.5 m 
Height above ground ...... 8.8 m 
Wing span (maximwn/mini- 
mum) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  34.51 27.5 m 
Wino sweeD fminimum / maxi- - . .  
mum) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  20/55' 
Wing area at 20'155O . . . .  134.5/16801' 
Aspect ratio at 20'155' . . .  4.518.8 

weight. 
Empty weight . . . . . . . . . . .  52,000 kg 
Fuel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  68,ooOkg 
Maaimum payload . . . . . . . .  1O.OOO kg 
Maximum take-off weight . . 130.OoO 

Powerplant 
Number and desigaation of ' 

engines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 X NK144 modified 
Engine type . . . . . . . . . . . .  Two-spool turbofan 
Length1 Diameter . . . . . . . . .  5.21 1.5 m 
Weight . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2.850 kg 
Bypass ratio . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 : 1 
Mass air flow . . . . . . . . . . . .  250 kglsec 
Pressure ratio . . . . . . . . . . .  15:l 
Turbine inlet temperature . . .  11 50" C 
Static thrust withoutlwith re- 
heat . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  15.O00/21.000 kp 
SFC without1with reheat . . .  0.6412.1 kg/kph 

Avionics 
Radar 
Terrain foilowing radnr . . . . .  unknown type 
Bornbinglnavigation radar . . Down Beat 
Fire control radar for 37-mm 
tail-mounted cannon . . . . . .  Fan Tail 

Radar warning device . . . . .  Sirena 3 
I F F . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  SRZO-2 

~ J v i p t i o n  
Radio compass . . . . . . . . . .  2 X ARK-1 1 
Radio altimcter . . . . . . . . . .  RU-UM/RV-l7M 

-'1 

Doppler radar-navigation . " computer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  ~ 3 . 5 0 ~ ~  . . .  
Short-range navigation 
system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  RSBN-2S 
Long-range navigation system Inertial. possibly with,! 

satellite assistance , 

Commtpicaths 
HF ..................... RSB-70/RPS . : 
VHF.  .................. 2 X RSIU-5 . 
Datalink ............... ARLS 
UHF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  R-831 
lmemom ............... SPU-10 

I 
! 

Annunam 
Tail-mounted cannon . . . . . .  1 X 37 mm . 
External stores ........... 2 X A S 4  or 
Inbombby . . . . . . . . . . . .  15X5OOhgbombabr . 
sp.cific valll.. 
Wing loading (at 130 tonnea 
TOW). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  775LgIma . 
Thrustlweight ratio (at 130 . I  

tonnes TOW) . . . . . . . . . . . .  0.323 I 

I 
1 

! 

Pertomu- 
Take-off run et 130 tonnes 
TOW . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
Take-off distance to 15 m at 
130 tonnes TOW . . . . . . . . .  
RateofclimbalresIevel. 130 
tonnes TOWwing sweep 20'. 
without reheet . . . . . . . . . . .  
Rate of climb at sea level. 70 
tonnes TOW wing sweep 55O. 
with reheat . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
Time to climb to 11,ooO m 

Service ceiling . . . . . . . . . . .  
Maximum speed at sea level 
Maximum speedy high alti- 
tude . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
Cruising speed at sea level . . 

(36,000 ft) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

1.400 m 

2.400 m 

21 m/uc  

140m/sac 

22 min 
18.000m . 
M 0.8 

M 2.0 
M 0.65 

Cruising specd at optimum 
altitude . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  M 0 . 8 2  
Combat radius - hi-hi-hi (with 
inflight refuelling) . . . . . . . .  6.000 (8.7W) km ' 

Beacon receiver . . . . . . . . . .  MRP-56P Combat radius . hi-lohi . . . .  4.250 km 
ATCISIF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  SOD-57M Combat radius - '?!o-!O; 2.,*. t.m 

B-1 ,I' : Internat ional ;  Defense .Review, May 1975, p. 640 

:.--. il :-- = -- . . ~ .  =:.. ._l_ 1_ - .. - .~_ - ___. ~ ~ . ,  ..~=- ~ .... --.- - -. . . . .  

Source: George ... Panyal e$, "Backf i re .--  Soviet Counter t o  the American 
.. - 

-. L' - .  - _  
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The Backfire,  or more proper ly  t h e  Tupolev-26 V/G, is a va r i ab le -  
geometry ("swing-wing") multi-purpose a i rcraf t  "capable of performing 
nuclear  s t r i k e ,  convent ional  a t t a c k ,  an t i - sh ip ,  reconnaissance and 
e l e c t r o n i c  warfare  missions.  'I7 
plane  i s  about t w o  and one-half t i m e s . a s  l a r g e  as  t h e  American FB-111 
and can c a r r y  a payload similar t o  ghe Sovie t  Mya-4 Bison -- a bomber 
of recognized s t r a t e g i c  dimensions. I n  many r e s p e c t s ,  t h e  Backfire  
resembles t h e  cance l led  American B-1, though only  two-thir s i t s  s i z e  
and possessing roughly one f o u r t h  of i t s  payload capacity.' The fol-  
lowing c h a r t  i s  u s e f u l  as  a r e f e r e n t  i n  analyzing t h e  Backf i re ' s  pre- 
sumed s t r a t e g i c  c a p a b i l i t i e s  on a comparative basis: 

The "B"(production) model of t h e  

TABLE I11 
. . .. . .  .. . . . I .  

b .  

. Comparison of Backfin With Other Centemporary American and Soviet Aircralt ' 
. -  

Aircraft 

Backfire 

Tu95 : 

' 

' . T W l 6  * 
. E1 

' 652 GlH 

' F6lllA * . 
* .  ' 

. .  
' Range 
(rtatutm miles) 

7,140 
. .  

.7cOo .. , _  

6pW 

:. 4m 
6,100 . . 

12300 ' , 

3aw . . , 

Payload wydgt~i 
(loundd lpoundr) ' 

'20,000' " . ' 2 7 2 m .  

40.000 Morn 
. 352,750 2om 

20,aoo .. 
I .  . 

175W .- . .  
115,000 : ' 389- 

'75,000' ' . ' ' ,  . 4eem . .  

37,500 ' . 91,5(10' 

. .  . .  . .  
.. The Yilifaq'Lblmnce 1171-1W# "he 1nternatlon.l Inntitub for Stntesic Sludk. London 

Enc.. p7C. D 72; and J m d a  AU t i .  'Wed' ,  Aircraft. J#7S-J#7#. Edit+ by Jobn W. R Tarbr: 
Fnnkhn.Wat& Inc.. NY. 1976. 

. . .  . .  . . .  

Appeared i n  Gerard K. Burke, "Backfire: Strategic Implications," 
Military Review, September 1976, Current News, September, 29, 

1976, p. 5-F 

' *For several  reasons, some disagreement persists over the classi- 
f i ca t ion  of these a i r c r a f t  as heavy bombers negotiable i n  SALT.. 

7?.= Ibid:. , .p. .32. 

8 .  Aviation Week and Space Technology, A p r i l  18, 1977, p. 19. 

9. Voeber, et. e., x. G., p. 29. 

-. 
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ARMAMENTS 

Besides an assumed capac i ty  t o  c a r r y  t h e  f u l l  complement of Sovie t  
free-fall (g rav i ty )  weapons, t h e  'Backfire  can be f i t t e d  with e i t h e r  
of a p a i r  of advanced a i r - to-sur face  m i s s i l e  systems, t h e  AS-4 Kitchen 
and t h e  AS-6 Kingfish. Both systems are bel ieved capable  of a t t a i n i n g  
Mach 2.5-3.5 speeds (Mach equals  t h e  speed of sound a t  sea l e v e l ) ,  
wi th  an  o p e r a t i o n a l  range of 150 n a u t i c a l  m i l e s ,  a l though abso lu te  
maximum ranges are purportedly s u b s t a n t i a l l y  g r e a t e r  .lo Launched from 
e x t e r n a l  pylons mounted under t h e  a i r c r a f t ' s  wings, t h e s e  Sovie t  varia- 
t i o n s  of a i r -borne c r u i s e  missiles provide t h e  Backfire  wi th  a s i g n i f  i- 
c a n t  stand-off c a p a b i l i t y  which would appear t o  be  e s p e c i a l l y  formidable 
f o r  ant i -shipping s t r i k e s  or a g a i n s t  weakly-def ended pe r iphe ra l  land 
t a r g e t s .  The Backfire  i s  also s a i d  t o  have a s i n g l e  gun' (37 mm cannon) 
i n  a radar -d i rec ted  t a i l  mounting . l1 

The AS-6 i n  p a r t i c u l a r  seems e f f e c t i v e l y  deployed f o r  a v a r i e t y  
of combat missions.  Though some confusion exists as  t o  whether t h e  
propuls ion system i s  s o l i d  or l iqu id- fue led ,  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n a l y s t s  
contend tha t  t h e  weapon, a soph i s t i ca t ed  successor t o  t h e  AS-4, pos- 
sesses i n e r t i a l  mid-course guidance and an  a c t i v e  r ada r  te rmina l  homing 
system; t h a t  is, it can f l y  i n  l e v e l  t o  t h e  target area and then a t t a c k  
i n  a dive.  l2 This  combination of q u a l i t a t i v e  p r o p e r t i e s  permits  ex- 
cep t iona l  accuracy .with conventional or nuclear  warheads a g a i n s t  p r i o r i t y  
t a r g e t s .  (The threat implied by deployment of t h e  m i s s i l e s  i n  a MIRV'ed 
mode is  more ominous still .  ) Furthermore, United S t a t e s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  
has drawn a t t e n t i o n  to t he  presumed Sovie t  developanent of decoy m i s s i l e s  
and a s soc ia t ed  defense  suppression techniques,  including active and 
pass ive  e l e c t r o n i c  countermeasure devices ,  which would enhance penetra- 
t i o n  of advanced a i r  defense systems.13 

10. Cited i n  W i l l i a m  D. O ' N e i l ,  "Backfire: Wng Shadow on the Sea-Lanes," 
U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, March 1977, p. 30. 

11. Jane?s, p. 463. 

12. Ibid. ,  p. 463. 

-13.  Ibid. ,  p. 463. - 
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Figure I 1  

Operating from a base located a t  Lvov i n  the Western 
p a r t  o f  the Soviet Union, the Backf ire armed with 
two AS-6 stand-off missi les can undertake low-level 
missions against v i r t u a l l y  a1 1 o f  Western Europe. 

Desp 

Source: Panyalev, x. G., p. 641 

te orig,nal underestimates of i ts  production ra,,, 1_ _ _ _ L  I DOUL 
1 0 0  Backfires  are  bel ieved t o  have been phased i n t o  s e r v i c e  a t  pres-  
en t .  The c u r r e n t  es t imated production rate i s  2-5 a i r c r a f t  per month. 
Senator Jake Garn (R-Utah), a member of t h e  Armed Services  Committee, 
observes t h a t  by t h e  mid-l980's, "a t o t a l  of 350 Backfires  are ex- 
pected i n  t h e  long-range a i r c r a f t  d i v i s i o n  of t h e  Sovie t  A i r  Force 
and an a d d i t i o n a l  1 0 0  are s l a t e d  f o r  use  by t h e  Sovie t  Navy. 1114 

THE RANGE FACTOR A N D  THE INTERCONTINENTAL THREAT 

The d i sc repanc ie s  surrounding range estimates of t h e  Backfire  
are r e f l e c t i v e  of t h e  l a r g e r  ques t ion  concerning i t s  c a p a b i l i t i e s  
and p o t e n t i a l  uses. 
are due t o  varying assumptions about f l i g h t  condi t ions ,  w i t h  ope ra t ions  

It i s  poss ib l e  t h a t  t h e  apparent  i ncons i s t enc ie s  

14. Defense/Space Business Daily, February 8, 1978, p. 207. 
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i n  low or radar -e lus ive  a l t i t u d e s  havin an  adverse e f f e c t  on combat 
r a d i u s  (defined a s  one-half of range) .  13 - However, t h e  conf igu ra t ion  
of t h e  Backfire  "B" t o  accommodate aer ia l  t anke r s  (e.g., published 
photographs have shown a r e f u e l i n g  probe loca ted  above t h e  nose cone ) ,  
i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  an  ex tens ion  of t h e  wings f o r  adequate r o l l  movement 
and a scaling-down of t h e  landing pods t o  reduce drag ,  suggest  a 
p r i o r i t y  i n t e r e s t  i n  expanded range. 1 6  

A number of r e c e n t  s t u d i e s  by i n t e l l i g e n c e  agencies ,  as  w e l l  as  
by p r i v a t e  aerospace firms supplied with a l l  sources of i n t e l l i g e n c e  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e  United S t a t e s ,  have gene ra l ly  concurred i n  t h e i r  esti- 
mates of t h e  Backf i r e ' s  range a t  between 3,500-6,000 m i l e s ,  wi th  t h e  
l a t te r  f i g u r e  inc reas ing ly  corroborated by new evidence. These s t u d i e s  
apparent ly  c o n t r a d i c t  earl ier,  more sanguine i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of the  
Backf i re ' s  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  which e i t h e r  lacked s u f f i c i e n t  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  sources  or  whose conclusions may have been inf luenced by 
p o l i t i c a l  motivat ions.  
sored by t h e  Defense I n t e l l i g e n c e  Agency and conducted by t h e  A i r  
Force' s Foreign Technology Division a t  Wright-Patterson A i r  B a s e ,  
columnists  Rowland Evans and Robert Novak concluded t h a t  

. . . thanks t o  important aerodynamic modi f ica t ions ,  
t h e  Backfire  'Bl' model -- now i n  serial  produc- 
t i o n  -- has s u b s t a n t i a l l y  lengthened i t s  range. 
I f  r e fue led  i n  mid-air, t h e  Backf i re ' s  range i s  
8% greater than t h e  m o s t  advanced B-52's and 1 7 %  
g r e a t e r  than t h e  shelved Byl. The D I A  s tudy is 
unmistakable: t h e  Backfire  i s  an i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  
weapon. 17  

In  a commentary on  a c l a s s i f i e d  r e p o r t  spon- 

I 
Speculat ion regarding t h e  Backf i re ' s  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  s t r a t e g i c  

missions has  been r e in fo rced  by r e v e l a t i o n s  of new concepts i n  Sovie t  
aerial  r e f u e l i n g .  
45-50 Bison a i r c r a f t  a l r eady  converted f o r  i n - f l i g h t  r e f u e l i n g  opera- 
t i o n s ,  t h e  Sovie t  Union is  r epor t ed ly  developing a new tanker  based 
on t h e  IL-76 Candid j e t  t ranspor t .18  
American KC-135 t anke r s  which r e f u e l  B-52 bombers and bel ieved capable  
of ca r ry ing  one-third more payload than  t h e  Bison, i s  a 345,000 pound 
g ross  weight cargo  a i rcraf t  with a speed of 528 m i l e s  per  hourrand an 
extended range of 3,500 m i l e s . 1 9  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  p o s s i b l e  expansion of t h e  f lee t  of 

The IL-76, l a r g e r  than t h e  

Approximately 80 of t h e  t r a n s p o r t  
ve r s ion  of t h e  p lane  have been manufactured a t -  t h e  Tashkent p l a n t ,  

15. See O'Neil, = , - c s . ,  p. 29. 

16. W i l l i a m  D. Beecher, "Backfire Boggles SALT 11," Astronautics and Aeronautics, 
July 1976, p. 22. 

17.  Fbwland Evans and Ftobert Novak, "The Backfire of SALT," Inside Report, 
October 10, 1977, p. 3 .  

18. See Charles W. Corddry, "Soviets Believed Developing Tanker to Refuel 
Backfire," The Baltimore Sun, February 7 ,  1978, p. 1. 

19. Defense/SPace Business Daily, January 30, 1978, p. 148. 
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and an i n i t i a l  stepped-up production of a, least 200 (not  necessar i l !  
' a l l  t anke r s )  is a n t i c i p a t e d .  20 

Deployment of s u b s t a n t i a l  numbers of t h e  IL-76 Candid i n  an 
aer ia l  tanker  mode would i n s u r e  t h a t  t he  Backfire  r e t a i n e d  an i n t e r -  
c o n t i n e n t a l  c a p a b i l i t y ,  and would make academic any d i s p u t e s  about t h e  
bomber's range. Moreov.er, t h e  Sovie ts  would be provided with t h e  
opt ion  of augmenting their  s t r a t e g i c  bomber inventory through recon- 
f i g u r a t i o n  of those  Bison a i r c r a f t  p r e s e n t l y  serv ing  as tankers .  

In  theory,  it would be s t r a t e g i c a l l y  counterproduct ive t o  concen- 
t ra te  a s u b s t a n t i a l  number of a i r c r a f t  i n ,  fo r  example, extreme e a s t e r n  
Siberia t o  undertake opt imal  s t r i k e  m i s s i o n s i n p r o x i m i t y  t o  t h e  con t i -  
n e n t a l  Am.er.ican homeland. Though much would obviously depend on the  
va lues  assigned t o  t h e  t a r g e t s  and t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  o b j e c t i v e s  envi- 
sioned, increas ing  the  f l e x i b i l i t y  of t h e  mission p r o f i l e  would demand 
that a s izable  p o r t i o n  of t h e  a t t ack ing  a i rc raf t  commence ope ra t ions  
f r o m  i n t e r i o r  s tag ing  areas. 21 Y e t ,  g iven the.  n e c e s s i t y  of p o s s i b l e  
in-depth s t ag ing  t o  avoid excessive congestion i n  t h e  forward bases 
or f o r  va r ious  tact ical  reasons,  t h e  Backf i re ' s  t h r e a t  t o  American 
m i l i t a r y  i n s t a l l a t i o n s ,  i n d u s t r i a l  f ac i l i t i e s  and urban populat ion 
c e n t e r s  i s  nonetheless  pronounced. 
Defense Donald Rumsf  eld : 

According t o  .former Secre ta ry  of 

Even without  aer ia l  r e fue l ing  or s t ag ing  from bases  
i n  t h e  A r c t i c ,  Backf i r e  bombers. could cover v i r t u a l l y  
al.1 of t h e  United States on one-way missions, w i t h  
recovery i n  t h i r d  count r ies .  Using Arctic s tag ing  and 
r e f u e l i n g ,  they  could achieve a s i m i l a r  t a r g e t  cov- 
erage,  and s t i l l  r e tu rn .  t o  t h e i r  s t ag ing  bases i n  t h e  
Sovie t  Union . 22 

The prospec ts  for  success fu l  Backf i r e  missions a g a i n s t  high-pri- 
o r i t y  United States t a r g e t s  along or beyond c l e a r l y  de l inea ted  stra- 
t e g i c  bombing arcs would n a t u r a l l y  have t o  be calibrated ,again'st cer- 
t a i n  fundamental cri teria,  including 

, a.  t he  s i z e  of t h e  a t t ack ing  f leet  and assumptions 
about  optimum systems r e l i a b i l i t y  and performance 
accuracy, 

b. t h e  i n i t i a l  basing l o c a t i o n  of t h e  a i r c r a f t ,  

~ 

'20.  Corddry, a. &., p. 1 

21. For a deta i led  analysis  of t h i s  point,  see Gerard K. Burke, "Backfire: 
Strategic Implications," Military Review, September 1976, c i t e d  i n  Current - News, January 29, 1976, p. 4-F. 

22. Cited i n  Jane's, p. 463. 
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1 2  

C. 

d. 

e. 

f. 

t h e  p o s s i b l e  need for,  and execut ion o f ,  i n - f l i g h t  
r e f u e l i n g  ope ra t ions  for  continued supersonic maneu- 
v e r s ,  

an a l t e r n a t i v e  necess i ty  f o r  mid-course s tag ing  and/or 
te rmina l  recovery (for example, i n  Cuba), 

the  inc lus ion  i n  t h e  force package of a var iable-range,  
stand-off m i s s i l e  c a p a b i l i t y  (e.g. t h e  AS-6), 

t h e  suppression and pene t r a t ion  of t h e  United States' 
marginal a i r  defenses ,  t h e  p rospec t s  f o r  upgrading of 
which cannot be considered promising, 

t h e  poss ib l e  i n t e r i o r  l o c a t i o n  of t a r g e t s  which might 
p r e c i p i t a t e  a fuel-conserving, h igh -a l t i t ude  approach 
more vulnerable  t o  in t e rcep t ion .  

While it i s  beyond t h e  scope of t h e  p re sen t  study t o  o u t l i n e  
var ious-  .bombing. s cena r ios  a g a i n s t  United States c o n t i n e n t a l  t a r g e t s  
or t h e  basing areas.from which they might be m o s t  e f f e c t i v e l y  launched, 
t h e  following chart i s  revea l ing  i n  terms of a n t i c i p a t e d  l e v e l s  of 
c i v i l i a n  exposure t o  Backfire  s t r a t e g i c  a t t a c k s :  

TABLE I V  

. .  .. , 

. .  
. .  

Urban Population Exposed to Backfire Strikes 

Leading 138 Urban Ctatcrr ' , Wumbu . . .  ' Populatitr . 

. . 
' , 'Total . . .  .. . 

. . :. 

. .113,337,000 . 
.. . Number and population at hazaid 102 ' 

. Number and population within radius 71  , 7?,103.000 . 

. Number and population requiring refuel 31 . .  b l t i p o o  

Base ' Total. 
Number Populatitn Population 

. .  . :. 
Leadiq 50 Urban Centeq . . . .  

' :79;aos,oOo , . .  Number and population at hazard 39 . 34.a47.205 

52,563,000' . . . .  
Number and population within radius ' -33 , 22,315,916 

Number and population requiring refuel .. - 6 . 12,531,289 . . 25,yS,~*. , ' :  
.. 

* .  I .  

'. 
NY. IW6. pp 649-68 and 698.To6.. Tbe rererenee "Bua Popuhtlon" M a n  In the e e n l d  po~ula- 
t h  of the a r n  under conndemtbn; 'Tolal Popuhllon" ifeludes suburb, and buk wnrlronr 

I d m n a l i m  PI.- Almaiw. Ir78. E+ed by .Dan Golc?pauL Dam Coknpaul A u a h r a .  .i 
' 

i . . . .  . -  . . .- . .  . 

Source: Burke, op. c i t . ,  i n  Current News, September 9, 1976, 
p. 6-F 
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T H E  B A C K F I R E  DEPLOYMENT POSTURE AND M U L T I P L E  M I S S I O N  C A P A B I L I T I E S  

Differences  wi th in  and between t h e  arms c o n t r o l  and i n t e l l i g e n c e  
communities concerning t h e  Backf i re ' s  c a p a b i l i t i e s  and mission desig-  
na t ions  have been sharpened i n  p a r t  by confirmation of t h e  a i r c r a f t ' s  
deployment t o  bases  u t i l i z e d  by i t s  medium-range predecessor ,  t h e  
Tupolev-22 Blinder.  A s  such, some advocates of withholding t h e  Back- 
f i r e  from formal t r e a t y  l i m i t a t i o n s  seem prone t o  disregard t h e  bomber's 
incremental  v e r s a t i l i t y  f o r  s t r a t e g i c  purposes on t h e  assumption t h a t  
33 s t ag ing  area is  a s u f f i c i e n t  tact ical  i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  probable 
sco$ of i t s  missions -- namely, pe r iphe ra l  str ikes on t h e  Eurasian 

~ rimland and naval i n t e r d i c t i o n .  

Notwithstanding those  f a c t o r s  which c o l l e c t i v e l y  a s c r i b e  i n t e r -  
c o n t i n e n t a l  s t a t u s  t o  t h e  Backfire,  such a s i m p l i s t i c  eva lua t ion  b e l i e s  
i t s  c r e d i b i l i t y  when one cons ide r s  t h e  i n c o n t r o v e r t i b l e  s t r a t e g i c  v a l u e s  
a s soc ia t ed  wi th  United S t a t e s  and a l l i e d  r e t e n t i o n  of open sea- l ines  
of communication. Maritime supply r o u t e s  v i t a l  t o  t h e  s e c u r i t y  and 
economic we l fa re  of t h e  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d , W e s t  and Japan'have become pro- 
g r e s s i v e l y  m o r e  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  i n t e r d i c t i o n  by t h e  enhanced Sovie t  
f l o t i l l a  of gene ra l  purpose su r face  combatants and h u n t e r / k i l l e r  sub- 
mar ines .  The Backfire ,  with acknowledged a n t i - s h i p  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  
r e p r e s e n t s  a t h i r d  dimension of t h e  po ten t  Sovie t  c a p a b i l i t y  for  sea- 
d e n i a l  ( i t se l f  a col la teral-  mission of Long-Range Avia t ion) .  

I f  deployed f o r  i n t e r d i c t i o n  s t r i k e s ,  t h e  Backfire  could s e r i o u s l y  
impede Al l i ed  convoys moving t o  EUrope or  A s i a  dur ing  a p ro t r ac t ed  con- 
f l i c t ,  or it might r e q u i r e  t h e  commitment of s h i p s  and p l anes  v i t a l  t o  
opera t ions  elsewhere i n  order t o  safeguard t h e  convoys. 

A s  a s u r v e i l l a n c e  a i r c ra f t ,  t h e  Backf i r e ' s  extended ope ra t iona l  
r a d i u s  would permit  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  and. a s s i m i l a t i o n  of i n t e l l i g e n c e  
d a t a  concerning t h e  d i s p o s i t i o n  of Al l i ed  naval  fo rces .  Such informa- 
t i o n  would be c r u c i a l  t o  Sovie t  planning f o r  e f f e c t i v e  f o r c e  deploy- 
ments i n  m a r i t i m e  cont ingencies ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  providing t a r g e t i n g  
and mid-course guidance f o r  missiles launched from o t h e r  platforms. 
As A d m i r a l  James L. Holloway 111, Chief of Naval Operations,  has 
noted : 

... our deployed f l e e t s  must have t h e  defens ive  
s t r e n g t h  t o  defend themselves a g a i n s t  attacks of 
land-based a i r ,  because w e  are seeing m o r e  and more 
t h e  development of l o n g - r a n g e . a i r c r a f t  w i th  a n t i -  
s h i p  m i s s i l e s  as a threat which can develop r a p i d l y  23 and can extend t o  almost any spo t  on t h e  globe. 

23. Quoted i n  O ' N e i l ,  - op. e., p. 27. 
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A Pentagon summary of a National Secur i ty  Council a n a l y s i s  con- 
ducted t w o  yea r s . ago  of t h e  Sovie t  naval  a v i a t i o n  t h r e a t  r e i n f o r c e s  
t h e  Admiral 's view with an equal ly  grim assessment: 

The Sovie t  naval  a v i a t i o n  f o r c e  a l r eady  possesses  a 
l a r g e  number of long-range ant i -ship, .  missile-launching 
bombers. However, t he  in t roduc t ion  of t h e  Backfire  
bomber and i t s  an t i - sh ip  missiles g i v e s  t h e  Sov ie t s  t h e  
c a p a b i l i t y  t o  t h r 2 t t e n  a much g r e a t e r  area of t h e  oceans 
than ever before.  

S imi la r ly ,  A i r  Chief Marshall S i r  Andrew Humphrey, former ---- Chief -- - 
'of S ta f f  of t h e  Royal A i r  Force, commented i n  December 1975: 

Russian f a s t ,  wide-ranging and high-performance air- 
c r a f t  l i k e  Backfire,  armed wi th  stand-off missiles, 
may soon become an even greater threat t o  a l l i e d  
shipping than t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  slow-moving Russian 
s u m a r  i n e s  . 2 5 

For purposes of comprehending t h e  magnitude of t h i s  expanded 
p o t e n t i a l  t a r g e t  coverage, t h e  following t w o  c h a r t s  are i n s t r u c t i v e .  
Assuming an unrefueled range of 2,650 n a u t i c a l  m i l e s  f o r  t h e  Backfire,  
t h e  c h a r t s  t r a c k  t h e  f e a s i b l e  geographical sc.ope f o r  marit ime recon- 
naissance .and sea c o n t r o l  ope ra t ions  i n  t h e  c r i t i ca l  North A t l a n t i c  
and North P a c i f i c  t h e a t e r s .  

With i n - f l i g h t  r e f u e l i n g  or t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of o t h e r  measures 
c i t e d  previously,  t h e  Backf i re ' s  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  c a p a b i l i t y ,  i n  addi- 
t i o n  t o  t h e  selected pe r iphe ra l  s t r i k e s  which could be undertaken, 
i s  self -evident.  

24. Cited i n  L. mgar Prina, "Backfire Problems and the A e g i s  Mix," Sea Power 
Magazine, September 1976, i n  Current ~ews,  January 29, 1976, p. 3-F. 

25. Quoted i n  Jane's, op. c i t .  8 p. 463. 
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Figure I11 

(The staging area i s  Murmansk on the Kola Peninsula, the 
main Soviet naval base for access t o  the  North At lant ic ) .  

8 -  .. 

Source: William D. O'Nei l ,  "Backfire:.  Long Shadow on the Sea-Lanes," 
U.S. Naval I n s t i t u t e  Proceedings, March 1977, p. 30 



1 6  

Figure I V  

(The staging area i s  Petropavlovsk, whlch commands access t o  v i t a l  
naval routes i n  the greater  North Paci f ic  region).  

Source: O'Nei l ,  op. c i t . ,  p. 31 

Regarding American naval  defense c a p a b i l i t i e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  aug- 
mented Sovie t  aerial  threat t o  a l l i e d  sea-control  op t ions ,  t h e  a fore-  
mentioned Pentagon r e p o r t  concludes: 

The t i m e  from d e t e c t i o n  u n t i l  t a r g e t  engagement 
is  excess ive  and coord ina t ion  among m i s s i l e  batteries 
on d i f f e r e n t  s h i p s  i n  t h e  U . S .  t a s k  force is  poor. 
These d i f f i c u l t i e s  are compounded by system vulner- 
a b i l i t y  t o  e l e c t r o n i c  countermeasures.... 
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This  is  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  case i n  a high-density' 

would deploy t h e i r  Backfire bombers. 
I a t t a c k  -- t h e  type  of a t t a c k  i n  which t h e  Sov,iets 

Such f i n d i n g s  cannot r e a l i s t i c a l l y  induce complacency. Y e t  in- 
d e c i s i o n  regarding t h e  n a t u r e  and deployment of a i r c r a f t  carriers, 
f o r  example, a g a i n s t  such concentrated Sovie t  tact ical  a i r  power i n  
a f u t u r e  c o n f l i c t  may compromise t h e  incorpora t ion  i n t o  our a c t i v e  
f o r c e s  of t hose  systems designed t o  m o s t  e f f e c t i v e l y  counter  t h e  
Backfire  threat. Indeed, t h e  F Y  1979 defense budget d e l e t e s  appro- 
p r i a t i o n s  f o r  procurement of carrier escorts armed with t h e  highly- 
soph i s t i ca t ed  Aegis a n t i - a i r c r a f t  system as w e l l  as f o r  t h e  nuclear- 
powered Aegis m i s s i l e  c r u i s e r .  

S A L T  I 1  AND THE B A C K F I R E  I IB"  

The emerging SALT I1 o u t l i n e  conforms s t r u c t u r a l l y  t o  t h e  three-  

T h i s  arrange- 
t ier  framework e s t a b l i s h e d  a t  Geneva i n  May 1977 by Secre ta ry  of S t a t e  
Cyrus Vanceand'%oviet Foreign Minis ter  Andrei Gromyko. 
ment, which underwent subsequent e l abora t ion  i n  September, encompasses 
an eight-year  t r e a t y  p lac ing  an equal numerical c e i l i n g  on t h e  counter- 
poised inven to r i e s  o f . l a n d  and sea-based b a l l i s t i c  missiles and long- 
range bombers, as  w e l l  as a sepa ra t e  c e i l i n g  on weapons wi th  mul t ip l e  
warheads. In  an accompanying p r o t o c o l o f . t h r e e  y e a r ' s  du ra t ion ,  t h e  
United States and t h e  Sovie t  Union would a t tempt  t o  n e g o t i a t e  limits 
on t h e  deployment and/or modernization of advanced systems, such as 
t h e  variable-mode American c r u i s e  m i s s i l e  and Sovie t  heavy b a l l i s t i c  
missiles (e.g. SS-18's). Addit ional ly ,  bo th  p a r t i e s  p lan  t o  au tho r i ze  
a s ta tement  of p r i n c i p l e s  r e g u l a t i n g ,  f u t u r e  nego t i a t ions ,  including 
a r e c i p r o c a l  commitment t o  seek s u b s t a n t i a l  f o r c e  reduct ions  by t h e  
e a r l y  1980's. 

Among t h e  m o s t  d i s p u t a t i o u s  a s p e c t s  of t h e  p ro jec t ed  accords i s  
t h e  Carter Adminis t ra t ion 's  repor ted  dec i s ion  t o  exempt t h e  Backfire 
I'B, I' d e s p i t e  i t s  acknowledged p o t e n t i a l  f o r  s t r a t e g i c  uses ,  from t h e  

. formal t r e a t y  framework. The United States had. agreed during t h e  
September nego t i a t ions  n o t  t o  include t h e  bomber under t h e  t e n t a t i v e  
aggregate  c e i l i n g ,  bu t  it w a s  hoped t h a t  i t s  deployment would be re- 
s t r i c t e d  i n  a sepa ra t e  accord. (This p o s i t i o n  w a s  similar t o  t h e  
proposal  presented by t h e  Carter Administration i n  March 1977 as an 
a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h e  comprehensive formula r e j e c t e d  by Moscow. The 
Sov ie t s  had upbraided t h e  United States i n  subsequent pa r l eys  for  
at tempting t o  r e n e g o t i a t e  t h e  SALT I1 "parameters" def ined a t  
Vladivostok).  Ins tead ,  t h e  United S t a t e s  i s  now apparent ly  prepared 
t o  r eques t  a u n i l a t e r a l  execut ive pledge from Sovie t  l eade r  Leonid 
Brezhnev, as contained i n  a non-binding let ter,  n o t  t o  inc rease  
production of t h e  bomber beyond a c e r t a i n  l i m i t  or deploy it i n  a 

-maminer p o t S i i E Z I l y t h r e a t e n i n q  t o  t h i s  countrv. 

26. Quoted i n  Prim, z. e., p. 3-F. 



18 

While t h e  p r e c i s e  n a t u r e  of t h e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on t h e  Backfire  has 
n o t  been spe l l ed  o u t ,  t he  bomber's deployment a t  Arctic bases, from 
which i t s  strategic.threat t o  t h e  United States would be maximized, 
would presumably be proscribed. 
s e c u r i t y  community are l ikewise  bel ieved press ing  for  1 ,bni ta t ions  t o  
inc lude  a p r o h i b i t i o n  on r e f u e l i n g ,  with a c e i l i n g  on tanker  a i r c r a f t ;  
an undertaking t o  retire older Russian bombers as Backf i res  e n t e r  
s e r v i c e  and a promise by t h e  U.S.S.R. n o t  t o  e x e r c i s e  the  a i rc raf t  
on extended-range. f l i g h t  p a t t e r n s  s imulat ing strikes a g a i n s t  t h e  
United States.27 . (S ince  t h e  U.S.S.R. has  adamantly maintained t h a t  
t h e  Backf i r e ' s  unrefueled range l i m i t a t i o n s  n u l l i f y  i t s  cons idera t ion  
as a s t r a t e g i c  bomber accountable i n  SALT, it i s  worth not ing t h a t  
Sovie t  n e g o t i a t o r s  have been aware for  s o m e  t ime t h a t  American B-52 
s t r a t e g i c  missions are planned t o  recover a t  overseas  bases, such as 
i n  Turkey or I r an ,  i n s t e a d  of r e tu rn ing  t o  t h e  United States) .  

Some elements wi th in  t h e  n a t i o n a l  

T h i s  t e n t a t i v e  arrangement has pred ic t ab ly  engendered a p r i c k l y  
debate between advocates and opponents of t he  pro jec ted  SALT I1 pack- 
age,  a debate whose g rowing . in t ens i ty  has  been stoked by repor ted  con- 
ces s ions  on t h e  t e s t i n g  and deployment ranges of air-launched c r u i s e  
m i s s i l e s  as  w e l l  as  continued disagreement over t he  types  of a i rc raf t  
t h a t  may c a r r y  them. Some of f ic ia l s ,  notably i n  the  A r m s  Control and 
Disarmament Agency, maintain t h a t  t he  Brezhnev le t ter  would be t an ta -  
mount t o  a formal agreement and t h a t  Moscow would deem it prudent t o  
abide by whatever assurances were o f fe red ,  lest t h e  arms p a c t  i t se l f  
be jeopardized. Others,  p r imar i ly  i n  t h e  Defense Department, aver  
t h a t  such c r i t i ca l  assurances covering a major weapons system should 
be incorporated i n t o  a mutually binding framework, s i n c e  informal 
w r i t t e n  promises .do n o t  r e t a i n  t h e  l e g a l  s tanding of i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
treaties and hence are meaningless as s u b s t i t u t e s .  28 
more feel that  a tac i t  agreement of t h i s  n a t u r e  a c t u a l l y  provides  an 
i n c e n t i v e  fo r  incremental  Soviet abrogat ion,  s i n c e  t h e  United States 
would r e t a i n  l i t t l e  e f f e c t i v e  recourse  for a l l e g i n g  t h a t  i n f r a c t i o n s  
have been committed which jeopardize and/or v i t i a t e  a formal pact .  

An assessment of t h e  Backf i re ' s  d i s p o s i t i o n  i n  SALT I1 as it 
relates to  our  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  interests must transcend a l imi t ed  
focus  on a rcane  legalisms, however. Resolution of the  Backfire  i s s u e  
cannot be condi t ioned p r imar i ly  by what 3s p o l i t i c a l l y  expedient or 
conducive t o  momentary postur ing f o r  t h e  sake of achieving an a r m s  
c o n t r o l  accord. Moreover, s i n c e  a d e f i n i t i v e  arrangement i s  hard ly  
assured,  t h e  ques t ion  v i r t u a l l y  begs itself as  to  what, i f  anything, 
would be p a l a t a b l e  t o  t h e  Sovie ts ,  who cdnt inue  t o  oppose r e s t r i c t i o n s  
on t h e  Backfire .  

They f u r t h e r -  

I 

Y e t  it i s  wi th in  t h e  l a r g e r  s t r a t e g i c  con tex t  surrounding s p e c i f i c  
i n i t i a t i v e s  that  the  i s sue .mus t  be addressed. As such, t h e  following 
p o i n t s  m e r i t  s e r i o u s  consider  a t  ion  : 

27. See Beecher, op. G., p. 23. 

28. See Richard Burt, "U.S .  May Ask Brezhnev Pledge to Limit U s e  of Disputed 
Bomber," The New York Times, January 19:,$978, p. 5. 
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1. 

2.  

3 .  

Assuming t h a t  some mutually , s a t i s f a c t o r y  se t t l emen t  of t he  
Backfire  problem is  achieved, what credible guarantees  would 
be provided t o  i n s u r e  t h a t  t h e  bomber be restricted t o  " tact i -  
cal" deployment or a p p l i c a t i o n  i n  a war-fighting contingency? 

I n  l i e u  of on - s i t e  inspec' t ion,  which t h e  Sovie ts  adamantly 
reject, a subs t an t ive  B a c k f i r e  proposal  must. be measured 
a g a i n s t  i t s  independent v e r i f i a b i l i t y  by United States na- 
t i o n a l  t e c h n i c a l  means. As a reusable ,  e a s i l y  d i s p e r s a b l e  
launch platform,  t h e  Backfire could p o t e n t i a l l y  complicate 
non-intrusive monitoring of Sovie t  compliance w i t h  p rov i s ions  
r egu la t ing  t h e  weapon's d i spos i t i on .  

Such col la teral  r e s t r i c t i o n s  as may be negot ia ted  on produc- 
t i o n  rate l i m i t s  or  range c e i l i n g s  are dependent on United 
States estimates, n o t  Sovie t  hard information. The impediment 
t o  adequate v e r i f i c a t i o n  procedures, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i f  t h e  
Sovie ts  w e r e  t o  e x e r c i s e  conversion op t ions  or otherwise 
enhance t h e i r  inventory of bombers w i t h  actual or-potential 
s t r a t e g i c  c a p a b i l i t i e s  i s  obvious. 

The not ions  of stable deterrence and s t r a t e g i c  s t a b i l i t y  imply 
a r e l a t i v e  equi l ibr ium i n  t h e  aggregate  func t iona l  c a p a b i l i t i e s  of 
t h e  United States and Sovie t  nuclear  a r sena l s .  Furthermore, un le s s  
s t r a t e g i c  de t e r r ence  i s  f i r m ,  conventional f o r c e  de t e r r ence  r e t a i n s  
l i t t l e  c r e d i b i l i t y .  Despi te  t h e  inna te  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  devis ing  a r m s  
l i m i t a t i o n  proposals  which s a t i s f y  the  r e l e v a n t  cr i ter ia ,  maintenance 
of a "balance" i n  an o p e r a t i o n a l  sense r e q u i r e s  t h a t  nego t i a t ions  be 
based on t h e  p r i n c i p l e  of r e c i p r o c a l  advantage (or r e s t r a i n t )  i n  
recognized c a t e g o r i e s  of app l i cab le  m i l i t a r y  power. 

The theory,  of course,  rests. on t h e  assumption t h a t  both p a r t i e s  
subscr ibe  equa l ly  t o  t h e  more a l t r u i s t i c  concept ions of t h e  u t i l i t y  
of arms con t ro l .  The Soviet Union's p o s i t i o n  on t h e  dual-capable 
Backfire bomber,among.other no tab le  examples would seem t o  discredit  
such assumptions. N o r  can t h e  Soviets be said to  adhere t o  t h e  bar- 
gaining-chip approach to  strategic arms c o n t r o l ,  according t o  which 
t h e  development and threatened deployment of c e r t a i n  weapons systems 
may be explo i ted  f o r  leverage i n  e x t r a c t i n g  concessions f r o m  an op- 
ponent, i n s t ead  of a primary commitment t o  in t roduc t ion  of the  system 
for  p a t e n t l y  m i l i t a r y  uses. As such, t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of a r m s  c o n t r o l  
as  a v e h i c l e  for  reducing superpower t ens ions  as w e l l  as  l e v e l s  of 
soph i s t i ca t ed  m i l i t a r y  hardware r i s k s  being undermined. 

Though t h e  Sovie t  Union concent ra tes  far less of i t s  to t a l  de- 
l i v e r a b l e  payload i n  manned s t r a t e g i c  bombers than does t h e  United 
States, American concessions on the Backfire  which granted t h e  S o v i e t s .  
a n e t  advantage i n  bombers wi th  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  c a p a b i l i t i e s  could 
prove counterproduct ive t o  t h e  p u r s u i t  of a l l ied  s e c u r i t y  ob jec t ives .  
Moreover, t h e  Soviet Union appears  t o  be p lac ing  m o r e  emphasis on 

development occasioned by t h e  g r e a t e z  l a t i t u d e  for  a v a r i e t y  of m i s -  . 

s i o n s  which t h e  in t roduc t ion  of advanced systems confers ,  and by t h e  

I t h e  aer ia l  component of i t s  strategic forces than previously,  a I 
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percept ion  of a corresponding de-emphasis on s t r a t e g i c  a i r  power on 
t h e  p a r t  of. t h e  United States. 

The United S t a t e s  has  conseauentlv been unable t o  induce a com-  
parab le  quid pro  quo which redeerk,  or-at  least temporar i ly  j u s t i f i e s ,  
America's d e c i s i o n s  t o  scrap t h e  B-1 or accept l i m i t s  on air-launched - - 
c r u i s e  m i s s i l e s .  

C O N C L U S I O N  

A s  t h i s  s tudy has  demonstrated, t h e  Backf i r e ' s  t echnologica l  
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  and enhanced mission performance c a p a b i l i t i e s  preclude 
a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  which restricts it t o  medium bomber s t a t u s .  A 
thorough a n a l y s i s  of t h e  a i r c r a f t ' s  capac i ty  t o  undertake mult iple-  
range operations. ,  many wi th  ind i spu tab le  s t r a t e g i c  r ami f i ca t ions ,  
has apparent ly  been subordinated t o  f r u i t l e s s  diplomatic  postur ing.  
There has l ikewise  been ev ident  an unfor tuna te  f i x a t i o n  with semantics 
and secondary a s p e c t s  of t h e  i s s u e  as t h e y . r e l a t e  t o  t h e  composition 
of arms c o n t r o l  proposals  seemingly designed t o  progress ive ly  minimize 
o f f ense  t o  Sovie t  s e n s i b i l i t i e s .  

Given t h e  Backf i r e ' s  manifold c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  t h e  manner i n  which 
t h e  Carter Adminis t ra t ion a t tempts  t o  resolve t h e  impasse w i l l  l i kewise  
a f f e c t  p rospec ts  f o r  Senate r a t i f i c a t i o n  of an eventual  SALT I1 pack- 
age. There i s  a l i n g e r i n g  skepticism on Capi tb l  H i l l  as t o  whether 
an e q u i t a b l e  arms agreement i s  indeed a t t a i n a b l e ,  i n  l i g h t  of both 
Sovie t  i n t r ans igence  i n  c e r t a i n  key f a c e t s  of SALT and what c r i t i cs  
c i t e  as t h e  Adminis t ra t ion 's  p r o c l i v i t y  t o  o f f e r  "pre-emptive" con- 
cess ions .  on systems of obvious s t r a t e g i c  value.  

The Backf i r e ' s  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  i n  SALT, as  w e l l  as t h e  magnitude 
of i t s  p o t e n t i a l  threat  under d i v e r s e  circumstances,  must be measured 
r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  t ak ing  i n t o  cons idera t ion :  

1. t h e  bomber's acknowledged performance a t t r i b u t e s ,  f o r  stra- 

2. i t s  c a p a b i l i t i e s  r e l a t i v e  t o  those  of similar Sovie t  and American 
bombers designated as  s t r a t e g i c  a i r c r a f t  and s u b j e c t  t o  formal 
l i m i t a t i o n s ,  

t e g i c  and tact ical  m i s s i o n s ,  

1 
3 .  the-ongoing momentum of t h e  Soviet Union's weapons develop- 

ment and deployment programs, e s p e c i a l l y  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  
incremental  s t rengthening of i t s  o v e r a l l  war-fighting capa- 
b i l i t y ,  and I 

4:. comparative United States defense-related and/or diplomatic  
i n i t i a t i v e s  designed t o  brake t h e  Soviet momentum or o ther -  
w i s e  improve our  m i l i t a r y  pos ture  across t h e  spectrum of 
c a p a b i l i t i e s .  
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The a v a i l a b l e  evidence suggests  t h a t ,  notwithstanding mutual 
profess ions  of good f a i t h  on t h e  conten t ious  bomber i s s u e ,  t h e  United 
States should re - th ink  i t s  nego t i a t ing  s t r a t e g y  and p r e s s  for  in-  
c l u s i o n  of t h e  Backf i r e  w i th in  t h e  formal SALT I1 guide l ines .  A t  t h e  
very least ,  an arrangement should be deferred pending a more f o r t h -  
coming Sovie t  a t t i t u d e  i n  providing v e r i f i a b l e  information on the 
a i rcraf t '  s opera t iona l  c a p a b i l i t i e s  as  w e l l  as  adequate safeguards 
f o r  compliance with any p o t e n t i a l  se t t lement .  

John G. Behuncik 
Congressional Fel low 
National Secur i ty  A f f a i r s  


