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j The airborne alert by Air 
■force bombers carrying hydro
gen bombs was canceled a £ew 
Jdays after four bombs were lost 
Tn the Greenland ice Jan. 21, and 
lit is doubtfulthat the alert ever 
will be' reinstated, Pentagon 
sources said today,

The idea of ending the alert 
had been under study and the 
diplomatically embarrassing 
loss of the H-bombs last month 
apparently prompted the Penta
gon decision.

However, the State Depart
ment defended the airborne 
alert as a necessary cold war 

.. protection—apparently after it 
had been canceled.

The practice of keeping a nu
clear bomber force constantly in 
the air was begun more than a 
decade ago to protect the na
tion’s bombers from being 
caught on the ground.

McNamara Noted Study
. In his annual defense “pos-' 

lure” statement to Congress late 
last month, Defense Secretary 
Robert S. McNamara said the 
need for an airborne alert was- 
being studied to see if it was 
worth the cost of keeping the 
planes constantly in the air.

The loss of the four H-bombs 
in Greenland—which came just 
as the final touches were being 
put on the posture statement — 
apparently hurried the decision 
to ground the alert’ force, at 
least until a more detailed study
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Was Only Token Force
But,^wjth the buildup in U.S. 

land and sea-based missile force 
recently, the' number of planes 
kept in the air had been reduced 
to very few—a token force.

Many more planes, however, 
are kept on a 15-minute alert on 
the ground.' They would have 
enough warning to get into the 
air .even if an intercontinental 
ballistic missile attack were 

| launched against the U.S., Pen- 
| tagon sources said.
| The Air Force also has plans 
i to put a much larger force of J planes on airborne alert if world 
; conditions indicated an attack : 

might be imminent.
The decision to ground the 

bombers was apparently taken 
before the Soviet Union- com
plained about such flights on' 
Feb. 10 — and the State Depart
ment replied two days later that 
the flights were necessary to 
protect the U.S. because of 
-world tensions.

It is not known whether the 
State Department knew then 
that the airborne alert had been 
canceled. _____ ___ __________
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can be made.

But Pentagon sources said to
day it was extremely unlikely 
that the study would lead to a 
decision to put the planes back 
into the air.

The end of the airborne alert 
does not necessarily mean that 
Air Force planes will not be car- 

i rying "nuclear weapons during 
normal practice missions, 

i The Jan. 21 crash of the U.S.
' B52 bomber near Thule, Green
land, was the second in which 
hydrogen bombs were lost on 
foreign soil, causing a military 
problem and diplomatic embar
rassment.

Two years ago, a U.S. B52 
collided with another piffle fiesr 
Palomares,' Spain, leading to an 
extensive and costly effort to 
clean up nuclear debris in Span
ish farmlands mid to recover a 
bomb resting on the bottom of 
the ocean. . .

Tfce four bombs lost at Thule 
apparently were broken up in 
the crash and efforts axe still 
continuing to gather up the nu
clear debris.

None of tbs lost bombs was 
armed and ready , to be detonat
ed.

Soviet' development of a new 
weapon .designed to go into a low 
earth orbit and then descent 
with little warning was an
nounced late last year by Mc- 
Nsmar*. , . ., .

Ccdcero was expressed si taw 
time that such a weapon 
would fc® able to catch the U.S. 
bomber force on the ground. Rut 
McNamara said.'a now U.S. 
cvsT-lkti-horfoon radar would 
paroSt'. adc-tjuata warning- time 
to grfc tfes fcarobara into lb* air.
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