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What are B61 Bombs?
B61 are free-fall nuclear bombs carried by aircraft.
They were first built in the 1960s, they are considered
to be the oldest weapons in the US arsenal. The US
possesses approximately 5201 – about 200 are assigned
to NATO’s burden-sharing mission in Europe, hosted
by NATO-member countries in Belgium, Germany,
Italy, The Netherlands, and Turkey. The bombs are
funded by US taxpayers.
These bombs are contained in six bases, two of which
would utilize US aircraft (one air base in Incirlik, Turkey
and one in Aviano, Italy). Non-US aircraft are assigned to
other bases (Kleine Brogel, Belgium; Büchel, Germany;
Ghedi Torre, Italy; and Volkel, The Netherlands).2

B61s and the NATO Alliance
• B61s are assigned to NATO as part of the Alliance’s
“nuclear deterrent”, and are seen as part of allied burdensharing. Some also see the basing of these bombs and
related nuclear-sharing arrangements as a symbol of
reassurance of allies’ commitments to one another.
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Reactions to the Life Extension Program

• NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept stipulates nuclear
deterrence as a core component of the security alliance,
highlighting the importance of the US, UK and France’s
strategic nuclear forces. However, compared to previous
strategic concepts, the current one de-emphasised the role
played by the B61s in Europe as an expression of the
political vitality of the transatlantic link.

• The LEP is justified as a contribution towards President
Obama's goals of reducing the amount of weapon variants
and decreasing the overall number of nuclear weapons in
the US stockpile.7 The B61 weapons require an upgrade
in order to attain secure and accurate qualities.
• A report from the US House Armed Services Comittee
highlighted how some elements of these bombs must
undergo refurbishment in order to maintain their full
capacities for operating in the future.8

Plans to Modernize These Weapons
• US National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA)
wishes to upgrade and expand the lives of these weapons
for about 20 years, through a Life Extension Program
(LEP).3

• Critics of the LEP have pointed to the escalating costs of
the program, calling them unnecessary and politically
driven.9 It is also suggested that the increased accuracy
and lower yield of the B61-12 will make the weapon
appear more usable to military planners.10

• NNSA desires to transform the four variant types, or
“MODs,” of the B61 bombs (B61-3, 4, 7, and 10), and
roll them into one MOD called the B61-12.4

Estimated Costs

• To make the bombs more accurate, the United States will
remodel approximately 400 of these weapons with an
additional tail kit adapted from the conventional JDAM
bomb.5

• The US Defense Department has estimated that the B6112 LEP will cost at least $10 billion. NNSA originally
estimated the program to cost $4 billion.11 The
production of a single bomb would cost about $25
million, becoming the most expensive in the US arsenal.12

• The first version of the B61-12 bomb is to be completed
by 2020; all remaining bombs to be adapted by 2024.6

BASIC www.basicint.org

1

March 2016

Opinion From European Host-States

B61-12 current status

• In order to meet US standards, European NATO members would need to spend
$100 million dollars to bring facilities up to US requirements, for “guns, guards,
[and] gates.”13

• In July 2015 the first development
flight test of the new B61 was
completed. Russia deemed this
test “utterly provocative”.19 It also
reacted negatively to reports about
the future deployment of the
modernized B61 to Germany,
threatening unspecified
“countermeasures”.20

• There have been domestic debates in some of the European host countries
as to the future of the hosting arrangements, most notably in the
Netherlands and in Germany. However, Russia’s actions in Ukraine seem to
have steered positions toward maintaining the status quo.14
• In November 2013 the Dutch Parliament adopted a motion stating that the F16 successor fighter jets may not have a nuclear task.15 However, in February
2015 the Dutch Parliament decided to order the F-35 fighter, which will be
capable of integration with the B61-12.16
• In 2009 then foreign minister Guido Westerwelle (FDP) announced the
coalition government’s position in support of the removal of US nuclear
weapons from Germany.17 However, Chancellor Angel Merkel eventually veered
from this course and approved the deployment of the new B61 on German soil.
Additionally, the government decided to extend the life of its fleet of Tornados
to mid 2020s to ensure Germany can still carry out its nuclear mission.18

• According to experts, analysis of
footage of a drop test from
October 2015 indicates that the
B61-12 has been designed to also
have earth-penetrating
capabilities, increasing the range
of targets the weapon can hold at
risk.21

1 “The B61 Life Extension Program,” Union of Concerned Scientists, N.d, http://www.ucsusa.org/assets/doctunents/nwgs/B61-life-extensionprogram-FS.pdf
2 Robert S. Norris and Hans M Kristensen, “The U.S. Tactical Weapons hi Europe”, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 2011,
http://www.nonakes,n1/media/files/2010-12-bas-us-tactical-nukes-in-europe-2011.pdf
3 Donald L. Cook, “Congressional Testimony”, NNSA, October 2013, http://nnsa.energy.gov/mediaroom/congressionaltestimony/lep
4 Otfried Nassauer and Markus Becker, “US to Turn Old Bombs Into All-Purpose Weapons”, ABC News, Nov 10, 2013,
http://abcnews.go.com/US/us-turn-bombs-purpose-weapons/story?id=20825797
5 “Throwing Money at Nukes”, The New York Times, May 26, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/27/opinionithrowing-money-atnukes.htmll?_r=18z
6 IBID
7 “Nuclear Weapons Modernization Programs: Military, Technical, and Political Requirements, for the B61 Life Extension Program and Future
Stockpile Strategy”, U.S. House Committee on Armed Services, Subcommittee on Strategic Forces, One Hundred Thirteenth Congress, First
Session, October 29, 2013, http://armedservices.house.gov/index.cfm/2013/10/nuclear-weapons-modernization-programs-military-technical-andpolitical-requirements-for-the-b61-life-extension-program-and-future-stockpile-strategy
8 IBID
9 Douglas P. Guarino, “House Democrat Eyes More Powerful Alternative to B61 Nuclear Bomb”, The Nuclear Threat Initiative, October 30, 2013,
http://www.nti.org/gsn/article/house-democrat-eyes-more-powerful-alternative-b-61-nuclear-bomb/
10 Hans M. Kristensen, “B61-12: The New Guided Standoff Nuclear Bomb”, Federation of American Scientists, May, 2014,
http://fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/publications1/Brief2014_PREPCOM2.pdf
11 Hans M. Kristensen, “B61-12 NNSA's Gold Plated Nuclear Bomb Project”, Federation of American Scientists, July, 2012,
http://blogs.fas.org/security/2012/07/b61-12- gold/
12 Eryn MacDonald, “Take Another Look at B61”, Union of Concerned Scientists, June 25, 2013, http://allthingsnuclear.org/take-another-look-atb61/
13 Jeffrey Lewis, “A Steal at $10 Billion”, Foreign Policy, September 5 2012,
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/05/a_steaLat_10_billion
14 Nikolai Sokov and Miles Pomper, “Russia’s Actions Resolve NATO Nuclear Dilemma — For Now”, The James Martin Center For
Nonproliferation Studies, September, 2014 http://www.nonproliferation.org/nato-nuclear-dilemma/
15 “TacNukes News, No. 7”, BASIC, November, 2013, http://www.basicint.org/updates/2013/tacnukes-news-no-7
16 Anno Gravemaker, “Dutch parliament approves first F-35 production order”, Flight global, March, 2015,
https://www.flightglobal.com/news/articles/dutch-parliament-approves-first-f-35-production-order-409673/
17 Sonia Phalnikar, “New German government to seek removal of US nuclear weapons”, Deutsche Welle, October, 2009,
http://www.dw.com/en/new-german-government-to-seek-removal-of-us-nuclear-weapons/a-4824174
18 Thomas Donelly, “No German bomb — at least for now”, America Enterprise Institute, December, 2015,https://www.aei.org/publication/nogerman-bomb-at-least-for-now/
19 “Russian Defense Ministry: New nuclear bomb test in US in current situation utterly provocative”, Russia Beyond the Headlines, July, 2015,
http://rbth.com/news/2015/07/13/russian_defense_ministry_new_nuclear_bomb_test_in_us_in_current_situatio_47713.html
20 Matthew Bodner, “Kremlin Threatens Response to US Nuclear Bomb Deployment in Germany”, The Moscow Times, September, 2015,
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/kremlin-threatens-response-to-us-nuclear-bomb-deployment-in-germany/535106.html
21 Hans M. Kristensen and Matthew McKinzie, “Video Shows Earth-Penetrating Capability of B61-12 Nuclear Bomb”, Federation of American
Scientists, January, 2016, http://fas.org/blogs/security/2016/01/b61-12_earth-penetration/

BASIC www.basicint.org

2

B61 bombs in Europe

