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Destroying the Tunnel:
Preserving Deterrence while Preventing Escalation
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On October 30, 2017, the IDF destroyed an attackdalifrom the Gaza Strip into Israeli
territory dug by Palestinian Islamic Jihad. It whs IDF’'s most significant action in the
Strip since Operation Protective Edge in the sumaie?014, if only because of the
chance result that senior Palestinian Islamic Jifigdres and members of Hamas’s
special unit were killed. The number of casualtibgjr seniority, and the operation on
the attack tunnel, described by Hamas and othearigtrelements in Gaza as a “strategic
infrastructure,” are liable to create pressure afeflinian Islamic Jihad to respond and
make it difficult for Hamas to prevent or restrainch a response. Indeed, after the attack,
these elements threatened to respond “at the ftiglet in the right place,” despite the
lame reasoning, given that the tunnel crossed dheelb into sovereign Israeli territory.

While Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas presuynabhsider a response eminently
justified, Hamas will prefer to contain the incideand block escalation because of its
efforts to implement the reconciliation agreementhwhe Fatah/PA. Hamas is currently
very attentive to Egypt, which is spearheadingréwonciliation process, and Cairo has
already transmitted unequivocal messages to theasldeadership about the need for
restraint. Beyond the risk of hampering the redaat@n process, escalation is liable to
further exacerbate the humanitarian crisis in Ga#gsreupon Hamas would risk both
harsh public criticism and erosion of its statusthimi Gaza. Israel’'s deterrence,
strengthened following Operation Protective Edgeamother likely restraining factor.
Therefore, if there is a response, it will presulpdie limited, designed primarily for
show, and be carried out by Palestinian Islamiadibr another faction other than Hamas
itself, a message to Israel that the Gaza regimes dot want another round of fighting.

The Hamas leadership seeks to continue the positteenentum created by the
reconciliation process with the PA, deemed advadag for Hamas. Yahya Sinwar, the
leader of Hamas in Gaza, indicated as much whethreated that he would “break the
neck” of anyone trying to prevent the reconciliatidherefore, and despite the tunnel’s
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destruction, Hamas, as planned and per the agreetresrsferred control of the Erez and
Kerem Shalom crossings to the PA two days afteatteek. On November 12, the Rafah
crossing on Egypt’s border will also come underjédsdiction.

Israel’'s Deterrence

Hamas is reconstructing its military infrastructuegatively quickly and restoring the
civilian infrastructure at a slower pace, both dgathin Operation Protective Edge. The
delay in the civilian reconstruction is a resultseVeral factors: the limits Israel imposes,
for security reasons, on the import of dual-purposeerials; donations pledged that have
not been transferred in full; Hamas’s diversionsoime of the resources and funds
designated for civilian reconstruction to militdsyildup and tunnel construction; and PA
sanctions, which have yet to be fully lifted. Thiss generated harsh criticism of Hamas
within the pubic in Gaza. In addition to the exigasdestruction expected in another
round of fighting with Israel, Hamas is worried aboArab states stopping money
transfers and the freedom of action that the USimidtration — which sees Hamas as
responsible for anti-Israel aggression from Gagar'story — is likely to grant to Israel in
the next round.

It seems that the IDF's destruction of the attagknel has not changed the balance of
interests that had already led Hamas to adopt iaypof restraint. On the other hand,
Palestinian Islamic Jihad, which is not responsibtegoverning Gaza, has a different set
of considerations. Israel's deterrence vis-a-vat tiroup is more limited compared to its
effectiveness vis-a-vis Hamas. How much deterrét@mas wields against Palestinian
Islamic Jihad is also debatable, and the lattergivation to respond is higher. It is
therefore not inconceivable that Palestinian Istadihad, and perhaps Hamas, too, if and
when one of its attack tunnels is damaged, wilfgrréo respond in or from Judea and
Samaria, assuming that an Israeli response aghm§&aza Strip would be restrained.

Policy Recommendations

Overt and covert military operations against Harmasels: Israel’'s proven ability to
locate and destroy attack tunnels undermines thenede of the approach shared by
Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad that attackeisrare a strategic and psychological
tool par excellence, certainly in light of the dessing effectiveness of rocket attacks
because of the Iron Dome system. Clearly Isradl amihtinue to destroy attack tunnels
that cross the border into Israel, and continuduidd an underground obstacle. The
October 30 operation against an attack tunnellatest operation against tunnels on the
Gaza Strip border since Operation Protective Edge clear statement of deterrence. The
message is that Israel will not allow an infringemef its sovereignty or harm to its
citizens and is willing to risk a more extensivelitary confrontation to attain these
goals. At the same time, in order to complete thdenground obstacle project, Israel



INSS Insight No. 991 Destroying the Tunnel

needs time and stability, and hence Israel’'s desievoid escalation that might lead to a
military conflict with Hamas at this time. It théoge suits Israel to distinguish between
tunnels that have crossed into Israeli territorgt #rose that have not done so yet. If the
response to border-crossing tunnels must be owvettfiam, when it comes to attack
tunnels that have not yet crossed into Israelitteyr it behooves Israel to continue to act
against them using "gray zone" strategy with vasioavert means in order to preserve
plausible deniability. Israel can afford to do suyoif it possesses proven technologies to
pinpoint digging routes. Such technologies allowad$ constant reliable tracking of
tunnel digging and the intelligence to destroy elarthe moment they cross the border.

In case response takes the form of rockets fromaGahether by Hamas or any other
organization, Israel must maintain its current @gliwhereby Hamas, as Gaza's
sovereign, is responsible for any rocket launch/@ndttack. Accordingly, Hamas’s
military infrastructures are fair counterattack gantsrael will have to continue to
maneuver between the need for a military respams¢aimas to maintain deterrence and
prevent sporadic rocket attacks, and the needdieceechances of escalation leading to
another extensive round of fighting.

Possible cooperation with a Palestinian unity goreant: While the policy that terrorist
tunnels must be destroyed is fairly widely acceptbd reconciliation process is more
complex for the Israeli government. The destructibrihe attack tunnel highlights the
need to formulate a policy on the reconciliatiomgass and maximize opportunities it
may afford Israel to form a more convenient strateznvironment. The rationale of
Hamas'’s violent struggle against Israel, whichtil i effect, is now secondary to the
organization’s desire to assimilate into the Palest political system and gain
legitimacy, with an eye to seizing control of thaldatinian system in the future.
Therefore, Hamas still insists on maintaining iiitary wing.

While the chances that the reconciliation proceissucceed are slim, its very existence
may serve Israel’s strategic interests and en&lelerteation of a more convenient reality
for both Israel and the Gaza Strip population. Tdeonciliation process strengthens the
PA and its leader, President Mahmoud Abbas, anceotrsupport for the diplomatic
struggle strategy and the internationalization loé tPA (to which Israel must also
respond) at the expense of the policy of terroriSimerefore, it would be unwise for
Israel to undermine or obstruct the reconciliatmncess through its military activity.
From the perspective of Israel’s strategic intexedtthe process fails, it should be the
result of Palestinian action. Therein lies the imgace of safeguarding the complex
balance between the need for a military respongepa@serving deterrence on the one
hand, and leveraging the possibilities of improvthg strategic reality inherent in the
very existence of the reconciliation process onather.
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Accordingly, cooperation with the Palestinian urgigvernment, which enjoys Egyptian
backing, should be furthered, particularly the Bhan security apparatus to be
stationed at the border crossings to facilitatettaesfer of the materials necessity for a
large scale reconstruction of Gaza. At the same,titnis imperative that Hamas be
pressured to recognize the Quartet's conditionss demand has been stipulated by
President Abbas and echoed by the US and Egyp#-Vis the international community,
especially Egypt and the United States, it is ingoarto further Abbas’s insistence that
there be “one authority, one law, one gun.” Thimded is designed to put pressure on
Hamas to dismantle the organization’s military wiagd give up its weapons, even
though the chances that Hamas will agree to tieihihly remote.

At the same time, Israel must use the new reatityhe Gaza Strip to expand and
entrench cooperation with the Egyptian securityises and the Palestinian security
apparatus at the border crossings. This will hegvent transfers of arms from Sinai,
Israel, and PA territories into Gaza and ensureaegelar, efficient flow of construction
materials and other civilian reconstruction meants the region, and ensure that they
will not be used for Hamas military buildup.



