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The U.S. Air Force is about to field an all-weather version of its 5,000-lb. bunker buster, but there are growing indications that more work needs to be done for the service to be able to destroy an adversary's best-defended targets.

After an expedited development program, U.S. Air Force B-2A pilots should have the first EGBU-28 bombs at their disposal before the end of the year, says the service's program manager Rick Holder. USAF plans to have 243 of the weapons, which would supplement the laser-guided GBU-28.

But perhaps more critically, the service has begun the development of a greater explosive warhead fill that would do increased damage once the 5,000-lb. bomb strikes. Moreover, the weapon's penetration capability is slated to be enhanced using new steel for the casing and a more efficient nose shape.

The improvements are coming not a minute too soon. The Pentagon has long-observed the tendency of adversaries to seek safety for command facilities and weapon storage sites by building hard and deeply buried complexes. For a long time the 5,000-lb. bomb has been an adequate penetrator, but perhaps not much longer. John Wilcox, assistant deputy undersecretary of Defense for precision engagement, says adversaries are building structures that could render the bomb ineffective.

USAF researchers are working on larger bombs to deal with the new targets, but also believe there is more utility in the 5,000-lb.-class weapon, which they hope to demonstrate when the latest modifications to that bomb are readied.

The EGBU-28, or enhanced version, differs from the laser-guided GBU-28 the Pentagon has been using for more than a decade through the addition of a GPS receiver and enhanced inertial measurement unit (IMU). It allows the B-2 to drop the weapon from above 40,000 ft., regardless of weather, and still strike the target. The laser-guidance capability is being retained, however, since it is still more accurate than mere GPS.

In late 2001, the Pentagon made a decision to try and accelerate fielding the new weapon. The test program was completed this summer, after three development tests and two live warhead drops. The program could have been completed faster, Holder said, but the service has only one B-2 available for testing and it had other projects to work on.

Pilots will be able to use the bomb in several modes. One is to drop it on planned coordinates, with the bomb acquiring GPS once it releases. Also, if GPS is jammed, the weapon will use its IMU to guide to target. The Air Force opted for an enhanced inertial guidance system in case GPS is not available. B-2 pilots will also be able to generate their own target coordinates using the B-2's synthetic aperture radar in the GPS-Aided Targeting System function (GATS). All three modes were tested during development.

The GPS and IMU guidance delivered direct hits, while during the GATS test the weapon missed the intended target but still struck within the bomb's accuracy requirements.

Originally, USAF wanted to field the weapon on the F-15E, but changed course when it accelerated the program. Full integration on the F-15E is still planned, but not funded until about Fiscal 2008.

