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As expected, the publication of the final report by 
the Commission for the Examination of the 2006 
Campaign in Lebanon was accompanied by a 

media and political uproar. Because of the nature of the 
report, which departs from the partial report published 
in April 2007 that assigned personal responsibility to the 
prime minister, the defense minister, and the IDF chief 
of staff, the tumult is likely to ebb over time. The ques-
tion is what will remain of this detailed and important 
report. Will it be shelved, gathering dust like past reports, 
or will it, together with the partial report that preceded 
it, serve as a springboard for repairing the severe failures 
and shortcomings that it exposed “in the decision making 
processes and staff work of both the political and military 
echelons, and in the interface between them.”

Despite the relatively tempered language of the final 
report, at least in the opinion of those who expected a 
more vociferous tone, nothing could be more trenchant 
than its discussion of the weaknesses of Israel’s govern-
mental system in the most sensitive areas as revealed dur-
ing the supreme test of wartime. Actually, the Winograd 
report should be regarded as a timely warning that if gen-
uine and far-reaching changes are not instituted in Israel’s 
political and military decision making processes, Israel is 
liable to find itself both facing dangerous situations that 
jeopardize its very sovereign existence and missing op-
portunities for peace. As Judge Winograd stated when 
the report was issued, “Israel will be unable to survive 
in this region and will be unable to live in it in peace or 
even calm, unless it itself and those in the surrounding 
environment believe that Israel possesses the political and 
military leadership, military capabilities, and social resil-

ience that will enable it to deter those wishing it harm, 
and prevent them – including by force – from achieving 
their goals.”

For this reason, a thorough study of the report, par-
ticularly its system-wide conclusions and institutional 
recommendations, is of critical importance. For Israel’s 
official establishment, especially its political, security, and 
military leaderships, there is no escaping the lessons of 
the report, the need to adopt specific recommendations 
from it – or others that meet the challenges presented in 
it – and verification of their practical implementation in a 
planned, orderly, and supervised process. Any other mea-
sures will squander the opportunity that faces Israel, and 
at a very high price.

Even if the committee’s recommendations should not 
be regarded as Holy Scripture, they are worthy of serving 
as a basis for an ongoing and thorough systematic reform. 
Although the committee’s fourteen recommendations 
(chapter 18 of the report) are formulated in general terms 
and at times border on the theoretical, it is important to 
see what underlies them and to decide which require bold 
and concrete action. It is particularly imperative to relate 
to several key issues concerning the political leadership. 
Perhaps the most important and difficult is the commit-
tee’s first recommendation: to direct, guide, and supervise 
the activity of the professional echelon in security and for-
eign policy bodies (p. 578). As if it were self-evident, the 
explanation accompanying this recommendation states, 
“No proper division of labor was maintained between the 
political and professional echelons, especially in the IDF.” 
This comment bespeaks a serious lapse that has prevailed 
in Israel for many decades: the defense establishment and 
the IDF are still granted an exceptional status that accords 
them seniority in planning and in decision making process-
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es on key national issues. There are many important and 
objective reasons for this. The political and bureaucratic 
background is known. Nevertheless, without a change in 
the balance between the components of the equation and 
confinement of the IDF and the defense establishment to 
their proper roles in a democratic system, under constant 
supervision and direction, the painful picture exposed in 
the Second Lebanon War – which is more than a function 
of the personalities involved – will not be rectified. 

Given past experience, there is reason for skepticism 
as to prospects that the political echelon will draw the 
necessary conclusions and implement genuine reform. 
What has or has not been done until now with respect to 
the partial report’s recommendations concerning the Na-
tional Security Council (and the recommendations of the 
Shahak Commission for their implementation) does not 
augur well that past mistakes will be corrected.

It is to be hoped that the chances for reform are bet-
ter at the military level, though here too, the work is ex-
tensive and difficult. The report is blunt and harsh: “In 
general, the armed forces failed to provide an adequate 
military solution to the challenge it faced in managing the 
war in Lebanon. It did not render the political leadership 
with an appropriate military basis for diplomatic activ-
ity.” Here too the failures and lapses documented in the 
report are probably not based only on the familiar conjec-
tural and technical pitfalls listed in the chapters dealing 
with the military. More profound and disturbing is the 
erosion of basic values and standards in the IDF, such as 
commitment to the mission, the will to win, and military 
discipline. Like many others, the Commission believes 
that this erosion reflects some of the underlying processes 
in Israeli society, which have naturally penetrated into the 
military. Only dealing with these in a comprehensive way 
will create a genuine chance of essential change in the de-
fense establishment.

The main question now is not what happened to the 
IDF in the Second Lebanon War and the years preceding 
it, but the underlying reasons for the IDF’s questionable 
performance. Is it possible that the IDF rests on shaky 
foundations? The Commission itself touched on this basic 
question, but it did not provide a substantive answer to 

it. The report stated: “Nothing in the report can fully and 
adequately explain the IDF’s weak performance…that 
is why there is a need to attempt to identify and under-
stand the underlying factors.” In this regard, the Wino-
grad Commission passed the buck. It expressed the hope 
that its rather general comments “will stimulate thought 
to complete the discussion…and also – and above all – in-
dicate the scope of the requisite examination, and the di-
mensions of the chore of restoring the IDF’s capabilities to 
an optimal level, given the changing challenges” (p. 556).

In light of this report, there is something disturbing in 
recent statements that the IDF has already been rehabili-
tated and that its current level of functioning is complete-
ly different from that of the summer of 2006. Additional 
cause for concern is that most of the public continues 
to express almost blind faith in the IDF (the Dahaf poll 
published in Yediot Ahronot on February 1 noted that 77 
percent of the respondents said their opinion of the IDF 
had not changed, and 75 percent believed the IDF drew 
appropriate conclusions from the war. A similar survey 
conducted for Maariv by the Teleseker Institute found that 
80 percent of the respondents said they had confidence in 
the IDF). This initial data is liable to indicate a continu-
ation of the familiar and alarming trend represented in: 
“The IDF is fine. If only allowed, it would be able to win.” 
Is that the really the case?

A change in the disturbing picture painted by the 
Winograd Commission is a matter of deep processes that 
will have to continue for many years. What has been dam-
aged over a period of many years cannot be repaired with 
stopgap measures. A great deal of difficult and prolonged 
work still faces the defense establishment. This is true in 
both practical technical spheres, which are easier to han-
dle, and perhaps even more so in areas that are more diffi-
cult and complex, such as military thinking and the spirit 
and values of the IDF. Political and public supervision 
is essential to monitor the implementation by the IDF of 
these profound processes. The government, the Knesset 
(through the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee), the 
state comptroller, and the news media must play a critical 
long term role in this endeavor. It would not be wise to 
leave the work only to the IDF.        
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In a well-planned operation, Hamas broke through 
the wall between the Gaza Strip and Egypt on the 
night of January 22-23. The pictures published in the 

global media of masses of Palestinians streaming to the 
Egyptian side in order to buy goods and enjoy a taste of 
freedom, and the voluminous commentaries about the 
event have created an impression that a dramatic epi-
sode with far-reaching consequences, at least as signifi-
cant as the fall of the Berlin Wall, has taken place. 

In Israel, responses varied. Some regarded the event 
as a crushing Hamas victory over the Israeli govern-
ment’s siege policy. Others voiced deep concern about 
the security consequences of the breach in the wall, 
while there were those who expressed the hope that Is-
rael now had an opportunity to rid itself of responsibil-
ity for the Gaza Strip. The question is whether this event 
has any far-reaching ramifications for relations between 
Israel and the Palestinians.

In the long run, Egypt cannot afford a situation in 
which the border between it and the Gaza Strip is wide 
open. From its perspective, the bedlam could well spread 
from the Gaza Strip to Sinai, where the Egyptian author-
ities are already having difficulty in maintaining stable 
control. Egypt has therefore taken substantive measures 
to close the border. This does not mean a hermetic seal; 
it can be assumed that smuggling of both weapons and 
goods, which in any event was rife before the wall was 
breached, will continue.

Does the breach in the wall mean that the blockade of 
Gaza has been broken, and that distress in the Gaza Strip 

is over? Certainly not. The fundamental hardship in Gaza 
is a result of shrunken local incomes, because goods from 
Gaza cannot reach the Israeli market or the Ashdod port 
en route to other destinations. In addition, Gaza does not 
receive its share of international aid as long as sanctions 
against the Hamas government continue. The unemploy-
ment rate in the Gaza Strip is very high, and most of the 
population receives aid from the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency (UNRWA) and other humanitarian 
organizations. Breaching the wall eased some of the im-
mediate pressure caused by the cut in fuel supplies and 
consumer goods from Israel resulting from the escalation 
with Hamas in the preceding weeks. It could have been 
assumed that given the relative calm in security on the 
Gaza front (fewer rockets were launched) Israel would 
renew the supply of basic commodities.

Can Israel wash its hands of Gaza and abandon re-
sponsibility for it, following the opening of an exit door 
from Gaza to Egypt? Several conditions must be fulfilled 
in order for that to happen. First of all, Egypt must be 
willing to fill this role. Second, Egypt must be capable of 
performing this function. Third, the international com-
munity must accept a situation in which the possibility 
of entering and exiting Gaza from Egypt absolves Israel 
of responsibility for events in Gaza. It is highly doubtful 
whether these three conditions exist. Egypt has no inter-
est in replacing Israel as the responsible party for Gaza. 
It wants no connection with the heavily armed Muslim 
extremists in the Gaza Strip. Egypt will therefore do only 
what is absolutely necessary to avoid the appearance of 
abandoning its Palestinian brothers.

In many respects, Egypt is incapable of taking Israel’s 
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place. It can serve as a conduit for transporting goods to 
Gaza, but it cannot provide a market for goods from Gaza, 
because the Egyptian and Gazan economies compete 
with rather than complement one another, and because 
it is more expensive to export by way of Egypt (Egyptian 
ports are further away and are inefficient). Hamas has 
indeed declared that it wishes to disengage from Israel 
and use Egypt as a substitute, and Egypt, which has no 
wish to appear as a collaborator in the Israeli siege of 
Gaza, is debating Hamas’s request. This does not mean, 
however, that this policy reflects any economic logic for 
Gaza. If there is no possibility of importing goods from 
Israel because of the measures that Israel has taken and 
goods can be imported from Egypt, then obviously any 
government in Gaza will do so. This does not, however, 
entail a basis for building the Gazan economy.

Finally, it is doubtful whether the international com-
munity will be willing to accept the fact that Israel has 
completely disengaged from Gaza and is absolved en-
tirely of its responsibility while it continues to control 
Palestinian territory. Even if Israel has no permanent 
presence in Gaza, it continues to influence events there 
through its control of Gaza’s airspace and marine areas, 
and prevents the opening of airports and seaports for 
Gaza. The world is not willing to accept what is conve-
nient for Israel – separation between the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip. This is certainly the case while military 
friction continues and Israeli forces are entering and exit-
ing Gaza. The question of whether there is an exit from 
Gaza in the direction of Egypt is completely irrelevant 
to Israel’s security problem with the Gaza Strip and the 
difficulty in finding a comprehensive solution to rock-
ets launched from Gaza. The belief that Israel now has 
an opportunity to push Gaza in the direction of Egypt, 
thereby ridding itself of this burden, may provide emo-
tional satisfaction for Israelis frustrated by the situation 
in Gaza, but no real solution exists along these lines.

Has the siege policy, aimed at pressuring Hamas, 
failed? In fact, the question is whether there was ever 
any chance that this policy would succeed. It is possible 

to hope that the measures will yield the desired results – 
if Hamas is offered a viable alternative that it can accept 
in exchange for relieving the pressure. Two possibilities 
have been offered to Hamas. One is to disappear and 
abandon its rule in Gaza in favor of the government of 
Mahmoud Abbas, Hamas’s political rival. The other is to 
stop being Hamas, i.e., to completely change its political 
doctrine and accept the Quartet’s conditions. There was 
no chance that Hamas would accept these alternatives, 
and it was therefore predictable that it would shatter 
whatever stability there was by an escalation of violence 
or through a dramatic action like breaching the wall. The 
Hamas government has stated for some time that it is 
willing to make a deal on a ceasefire with Israel in or-
der to stabilize the situation. The crux, then, is if Israel 
intends to offer the Hamas government a more feasible 
alternative than what was previously suggested. In oth-
er words, the Israeli government must decide whether a 
continuation of the pressure in the unfounded hope that 
the Hamas government in Gaza will collapse is prefer-
able to a limited deal with Hamas.

The events in Gaza have once again highlighted the 
split between the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, and 
have also stressed the absolute lack of influence by Mah-
moud Abbas and his government on events in Gaza. The 
latter are trying to remain an involved actor that can re-
gain control over Gaza’s linkage with the external world, 
i.e., its border crossings with Israel and Egypt. Hamas, 
however, will be unwilling to accept this, especially after 
it has succeeded in establishing that it is Egypt’s partner 
for dialogue in all matters pertaining to the Gazan-Egyp-
tian frontier. 

It is possible that the events on the border with Egypt 
have generated a new opportunity for reconsidering the 
international community’s function at the Gaza border 
crossings. A renewal and even expansion of the inter-
national presence there may provide a good solution to 
all the interested parties. This is also unlikely, however, 
without Hamas’s involvement as a partner to the under-
standings authorizing such international activity.       
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The firing of mortar bombs towards the 
communities near the Gaza Strip has 
been underway since 2006.2 The range 

of the mortars is a few kilometers, which 
means that relatively few communities are 
at risk. In 2006, some twenty mortar bombs 
were fired at communities near the Gaza 
Strip, while in 2007 that number was 650. In 
2006, one person was injured and two were 
killed by the mortar fire, and in 2007 there 

were seven casualties, though none were fa-
tal.

The daily threat that over several years 
has beset the area creates constant pressure 
on the population, generates uncertainty re-
garding the next rocket attack, forces people 
to be within constant reach of a sheltered 
space, triggers fear and anxiety for friends 
and family, keeps individuals from visiting 
the communities that fall within the threat 

Defense of the Home Front 
in the Gaza Periphery:

Examining the National Investment
David Klein

For a number of years, the civilian population in the areas adjacent to 
the Gaza Strip has endured ongoing short range rocket (types of Qas-
sam) and mortar attacks on a near daily basis. 
	 Since 2001, some 2,800 rockets have landed in the zone of com-
munities near the Gaza Strip; of these, 950 landed in 2006 and 780 
in 2007. Of all the rockets that landed in Israeli territory, half fell 
within the communities themselves. Within the city of Sderot, some 
800 rockets have landed so far. Approximately 430 people have been 
injured by rocket fire (not counting victims of shock), and ten people 
– nine of them in Sderot – have been killed. In 2006, some 85 people 
were injured and two people were killed, and in 2007, about 100 
were injured and two were killed. All who were killed were outside 
of a sheltered space at the time of their death (yard, porch, street, or 
car).1 To date, a small number of standard rockets (122 mm Grad) 
have been fired at Israel, aimed at targets that the Qassam cannot 
reach. Presumably when the stockpiles of these rockets held by Pal-
estinian organizations in the Gaza Strip grow, their use will increase, 
and more communities in the 20 kilometer range from the Gaza Strip 
will also be at risk.
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range, and so on. This pressure cooker of 
stresses compels residents to change their 
patterns of behavior and imposes severe lim-
itations on the people in the cities and towns 
adjacent to the Gaza Strip.

If we map the components of the threat 
by the extent of systemic damage they cause, 
it seems that the central threat against the 
population is not manifested by the number 
of people injured or killed. The more sub-
stantial threat against the Gaza-area commu-
nities regards the daily extensive duress and 
constraints on the population, which impact 
profoundly on social resilience.

In order to cope with the rocket launch-
ings and the mortar attacks, the security es-
tablishment engages in efforts to destroy the 
launchers and attack their operators, rein-
forces and fortifies educational institutions, 
has decided to set aside resources to rein-
force dwellings, and engages in efforts to de-
velop systems to intercept the rockets before 
they land. Over the past two years, the proj-
ect to reinforce educational institutions has 
been underway in the outlying Gaza Strip 
area. However, Sderot and other communi-
ties near the Gaza Strip include hundreds 
of private homes built during the 1970s and 
1980s that lack secure rooms. As of January 
2008, the government decided to set aside 50 
million NIS to reinforce residential protec-
tion in communities near the Gaza Strip. In 
addition, there is a parallel effort to develop 
systems to intercept rockets before they land. 
On December 23, 2007, the political-security 
cabinet decided to allocate some 800 million 
NIS to develop the Iron Cap system, whose 
purpose is short range rocket interception.

This essay presents the levels of the re-
sponse to the threat against the communities 
near the Gaza Strip, examines the effective-
ness of the steps that have already been tak-

en, and reviews the advisability of the mea-
sures under development.

Coping with the Threat to the Gaza 
Periphery
Deployment for the threat against the home 
front occurs on two levels: first, prevention 
(via deterrence, destruction of launchers and 
their operational and logistical systems, and 
rocket interception); and second, minimizing 
the damage when prevention has failed (ear-
ly warning, reinforcement and fortification of 
structures).3 Since the central threat that must 
be dealt with involves the pressures and con-
straints on the population, it is important to 
evaluate the effectiveness of the measures 
taken in the context of the specific threat.
§	 Deterrence. The fact that terrorist orga-

nizations continue to fire rockets and mor-
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tar bombs at civilian populations points to 
a lack of deterrence. Creating deterrence in 
an asymmetrical conflict between a state and 
a terrorist organization is complex and diffi-
cult, in part because of various constraints 
that a state imposes on itself in a conflict of 
this sort, while the limitations that terrorist 
organizations impose on themselves are very 
few. Deterrence is an important dimension in 
reducing the threat, and for relatively short 
time periods during the conflict, the security 
forces have succeeded in creating deterrence 
that brings about a ceasefire.
§	 Destroying the launchers and their opera-

tional and logistical systems. The IDF and other 
security forces invest much effort in locating 
and destroying the launchers, their opera-
tors, the operational command chain, pro-
duction, and the logistical supply chain. In-
tensive activity has succeeded in decreasing 
the scope of the fire, but it is impossible to 
stop the fire altogether, because of difficulties 
in locating and destroying operations carried 
out clandestinely; because of the difficulty 
in locating the launchers; and because the 
launch sites are located in residential areas 
and therefore decrease the freedom of action 
in attacking them. Choosing appropriate tar-
gets at this level will reinforce deterrence.
§	 Intercepting rockets. Means of shooting 

down short range rockets do not currently 
exist in Israel’s weapons arsenal. The Israe-
li government has decided to allocate re-
sources for developing the Iron Cap system, 
whose purpose is to intercept short range 
rockets and thereby deal with the Qassam 
threat. The advisability of this weapon sys-
tem is discussed below. 
§	 Early warning. Early warning of attacks 

is the central component for damage reduc-
tion. Without early warning, there is no point 
in installing building reinforcements because 

the people will never know when to take cov-
er. In the communities near the Gaza Strip, 
the siren sounding “Color Red,” the early 
warning system activated during a rocket 
launch, allows the population to seek cover 
in a secure space before the rocket lands.
§	 Building reinforcement. Protection is an 

integral part of the edifices constructed in 
Israel. Until the 1990s this took the form of 
bomb shelters (in apartment buildings or in 
other communal areas), and from the 1990s 
the form of the MAMAD (secure residential 
space) or the MAMAK (secure floor-wide 
space). Since many hundreds of single fam-
ily homes in Sderot and nearby communities 
were built in the 1970s and 1980s, they lack 
appropriate shelter.

The Value of Investing in Building 
Reinforcement 
Physical means of reinforcement against 
rocket attacks are shelters of various kinds, 
which provide protection against shock-
waves and shrapnel. The greatest reduction 
in risk occurs by the very act of leaving the 
street and entering a secure space of some 
kind (a stairwell or cover behind some kind 
of protective wall). Staying in a room in a 
dwelling further reduces the risk; the MA-
MAD adds to the reduction in risk, as does 
a bomb shelter. The contribution of addi-
tional defensive measures to a reduction in 
the number of casualties grows smaller and 
smaller, to the point at which there is no sig-
nificant difference between remaining in a 
regular room and remaining in a MAMAD 
(comparable in defensive terms to a simple 
bomb shelter). Table 1 illustrates the risk to 
people based on the type of protection.

In the communities adjacent to the Gaza 
Strip there is an early warning system, and 
with the adoption of appropriate norms of 

A rocket 
interception 
system will 

incur exorbitant 
costs, will not 

replace the 
other efforts 

to reduce the 
threat, and will 

not achieve 
the operational 

purpose 
required.
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behavior during an attack, most of the resi-
dents and the people passing through the 
area take cover, which greatly reduces their 
exposure to physical harm. In January 2008, 
in order to increase further the percentage of 
people taking shelter during an alert, the Is-
rael Broadcasting Service began to broadcast 
the “Silent Station,” which will sound the 
alarm for residents. The intention is to im-
prove the early warning system for people 
who are driving, who because of closed win-
dows may not hear the Color Red siren.

The level of protection that exists at pres-
ent as well as correct behavior during an at-
tack drastically reduces the number of casu-
alties during an attack, as compared with the 
potential of a rocket attack on people in an 
exposed area. Even today, the number of in-
juries by rocket attacks on dwellings is small. 
Thus, further reinforcing homes will repre-
sent only a marginal contribution to reduc-
ing the number of casualties.

And yet, the threat against the commu-
nities near the Gaza Strip is not expressed 
in numbers of casualties but rather in the 
day-to-day severe duress on the population. 
As such, it is necessary to address the way 
people view the severity of the threat and the 
level of personal protection at their disposal. 
A response to this particular need can occur 
by upgrading the protection level of homes 
that do not have any reinforcement at all, 
by designating rooms as secure residential 
spaces or in apartment buildings designating 
common spaces on each floor as floor-wide 
secure spaces, and adding basic security fea-
tures to these spaces.

There are 10,500 homes without any kind 
of reinforcement within a 7 km range from 
the border in the zone near the Gaza Strip. 
Defensive alternatives range from full pro-
tection against a direct Qassam hit at a cost 

of 1.3 billion NIS to partial reinforcement at a 
cost of 250 million NIS.5

Value of Investment in Interception 
Systems
On December 23, 2007, the political-secu-
rity cabinet decided to invest some 800 mil-
lion NIS in developing the Iron Cap system. 
Sources at Rafael Advanced Defense Systems 
Ltd. estimate that the development process 
will take about two years, and that its cost 
will run to about 1 billion NIS. Past experi-
ence in developing complex weapon systems 
indicates that development time is generally 
much longer than planned and that costs are 
higher than the original estimate.

The operational concept is as follows: 
the system will locate the rocket launched 
towards Israel using acquisition radar, will 
follow it using a radar tracking system, and 
launch a missile towards it. If the system 
makes the assessment that the rocket is going 
to land in an unpopulated area, no attempt 
to intercept it will be made at all. The esti-
mate is that the rate of successful intercep-
tions of Qassams designated for interception 

Table 1. Relative risk from bombs to people in residential spaces4

Location of people relative to risk  Relative
risk (in %)

 No protection in a flat, open area 100
In the street, standing 50
In the street, lying down 25
Behind a low wall (or in the entrance of a home) 17
In a regular dwelling protected from shrapnel 10
In a trench 6-10
 On the lower floor of a tall, framed building 6
 In a shelter (a reinforced room with protection
against shrapnel) 5

In a simple bomb shelter 2.5
In a well-reinforced bomb shelter 1.25
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Upgrading 
the physical 

protection of 
the residents’ 

homes reduces 
the pressure 

factor and 
improves social 

resilience.

will be about 95 percent. Thus if in the course 
of one year 1,000 missiles are launched, and 
50-70 percent of these are expected to land 
in populated areas, it means that despite at-
tempts at interception, twenty-five to thirty-
five rockets will still strike communities each 
year. If we assume that in the course of a 
confrontation the terrorist organizations suc-
ceed in saturating the system by launching 
quantities of rockets simultaneously such 
that the system will not be able to handle 
them effectively, the number of rockets strik-
ing the populated areas can be expected to be 
even higher. Therefore, concurrent with the 
interception system, it will be necessary to 
continue operating the early warning system 
and instructing the population to take cover. 
The fear of a rocket attack within one’s com-
munity will continue to fuel the constraints 
on the people living near the Gaza Strip.

In order to intercept the threat directed at 
the population centers (and 50-70 percent of 
rockets launched are that threat), it would be 
necessary to use at least 500-700 missiles. The 
cost of a missile at the end of the develop-
ment state is likely to reach $50,000-100,000 
(200,000-400,000 NIS), so that the annual cost 
of the interception component alone would 
stand at about 100-280 million NIS. These 
costs do not include system development 
costs, purchasing the interception battery 
components (one Iron Cap system would 
supply protection for the city of Sderot, but 
to protect other communities more systems 
would be needed), training the operators, 
purchasing stockpiles of missiles to ensure 
a supply chain, and so on. The total costs 
would come to many billions of shekels. 
Costs of this magnitude would likely require 
a selective application of the interception 
system. The significance of this is that the 
number of missiles that would hit populated 

areas is liable to be higher than the initial es-
timate cited above. In such a case, operating 
the early warning system would in any case 
be necessary, and the consequent alleviation 
of the constraints on the population would 
not be achieved.

The defense establishment claims that 
these systems are of use not only in the con-
flict with the Palestinians but also in Hiz-
bollah’s Katyusha attacks. However, it is 
impractical – in terms of cost – to purchase 
rocket interception batteries in quantities re-
quired also to protect the northern front. The 
best way to reduce the duress on the popu-
lation affected by Hizbollah is to reduce the 
duration of the conflict.

Thus, a rocket interception system will 
incur exorbitant costs, will not replace the 
other efforts to reduce the threat, and will not 
achieve the operational purpose required, 
namely, removal or significant reduction of 
the pressure on the population.

The Right Investment
The threat against the communities near the 
Gaza Strip must be assessed with a yardstick 
that measures the duress on the population 
rather than the casualties. Therefore, the 
policy of investing in various mechanisms to 
cope with the threat must be formulated on 
the basis of an analysis of the expected use-
fulness of strategies such as upgrading rein-
forcement of homes and rocket interception 
systems toward reducing the pressure on the 
population.

Stopping rocket fire at the settlements 
near the Gaza Strip is the essential answer to 
the threat. At first glance, it would seem that 
a rocket interception system is a solution in 
the right direction. However, the above anal-
ysis reveals that in economic terms it is unre-
alistic to purchase the number of batteries re-
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quired, so that the system would not achieve 
the required operational goal of removing 
or reducing the pressure factor. Obliterat-
ing rocket fire entirely must be achieved by 
other components that constitute the levels 
of dealing with the threat: intensification of 
deterrence and destruction of the launchers 
and their supporting operational and logisti-
cal systems so as to suppress the Qassams.

Installation of a Color Red early warning 
system, the quality of current construction, 
and correct behavior during an attack alert 
have so far brought about a reduction in the 
number of casualties. This would ostensibly 
indicate that there is no need to upgrade re-
inforcements of homes, but the component 
of physical protection has the potential to 
change the impact of the pressure factor by 
changing the people’s perception of the se-
verity of the threat and of the level of their 
own personal protection. Given, therefore, 
the inadvisability of investing in a rocket in-
terception system and the advisability of in-
vesting in an upgrade of home reinforcement 
in the communities near the Gaza Strip, the 
recommendation here is that the government 
halt its investment in the rocket interception 
system and redirect the resources at an up-
grading of home protection.

Conclusion
This essay has analyzed the advisability 
of investing in physical protection and in 
a rocket interception system to address the 
threat leveled at the Gaza periphery. The cen-
tral conclusions of the analysis are:
§	 The threat confronting the commu-

nities near the Gaza Strip is characterized 
principally by the duress and constraints im-
posed on the population. Threat severity is a 
function of the duration of the confrontation, 
which exacts a heavy psychological toll and 

impinges on social resilience. 
§	 A system to intercept short range rock-

ets will not result in the operational achieve-
ment required, which is a significant reduc-
tion in the impact that the pressurized envi-
ronment has on the residents, and therefore 
investing in it is inadvisable.
§	 Obliterating rocket fire entirely must 

be achieved by intensifying deterrence and 
destroying the launchers and their support-
ing operational and logistical systems in such 
a way that would constitute the suppression 
of the Qassams.
§	 Upgrading the physical protection of 

the residents’ homes reduces the pressure 
factor and improves social resilience.
§	 The suggestion herein is that the gov-

ernment halt its investment in the rocket in-
terception system, and redirect the resources 
to an upgrading of home protection.
§	 When upgrading the protection, rooms 

should be designated as secure residential 
spaces, or in apartment buildings, common 
spaces on every floor should be designated 
as secure floor-wide spaces, and basic securi-
ty features should be added to them.

Notes
1	 The Information Center for Intelligence and 

Terrorism, The Rocket Threat from the Gaza Strip 
2000-2007, November 2007.

2	 Until the disengagement in 2005, mortars were 
fired in the direction of the Katif bloc settle-
ments.

3	 David Klein, Home Front Defense: An Examina-
tion of the National Cost, Memorandum No. 58, 
Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies, 2001.

4	 A. Ratzon, Shelter and Cover: Security Construc-
tion (Tel Aviv: Ma’arachot, 1963).
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and Engineering Administration of the Minis-
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§	 Deterrence. This is the component in Is-
rael’s strategy that was established in order 
to prevent Arab-initiated wars against Israel. 
Volumes have been written on the subject of 
deterrence, in a general context and within 
the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict. An 
understanding of the concept of deterrence 
is complicated because of the difficulty in 
quantifying the scale and the components of 
deterrence.2 
§	 Warning. Israel’s ability to take a calcu-

lated risk against the military forces of Arab 
countries has created a situation in which a 
considerable portion of the IDF – its reserve 
apparatus – is not mobilized and is unpre-
pared for battle. Early warning supplies Is-
rael with sufficient time to prepare a suitable 
response to threats.
§	 Decision, the component completing 

the security triangle. For the purposes of this 
discussion, the concept of decision means 

subduing the military capability of the at-
tacking country and no more than that. Da-
vid Ben-Gurion noted that for Israel there is 
no possibility of a final resolution to the con-
flict, so long as the Arabs are not interested in 
one.3 

An additional analysis of these compo-
nents can be found in an article written by 
Yoav Gelber4 that followed recent reports on 
an Israeli attack in Syria and appeared in the 
wake of the ensuing public discussion re-
garding Israel’s deterrence. Gelber’s central 
argument touches on the collapse of all three 
components. He writes that in 1973, as in 
2006, all three components collapsed: Israel 
lost its deterrence, there was no warning, and 
Israel was unable to achieve decision. It is of 
little matter how many times Israel shouted 
or will continue to proclaim how it won. Is-
rael is using the same concepts and thought 
patterns towards the Palestinians and Hiz-
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bollah that it used towards the Egyptian and 
Syrian armies. However, Gelber continues, 
these are of no significance against religious 
fanatics who are ready to commit suicide or 
sacrifice their lives. These are odds that no 
regular army would fight against.

Let us consider the change Gelber de-
scribes and assess its significance regarding 
the fundamental components of Israel’s se-
curity concept.

Since its establishment, the State of Israel 
has been called on to confront two primary 
threats: conventional military threats and 
terrorism5 (the non-conventional threat is 
beyond the scope of this article). The opera-
tion of conventional forces against the IDF 
has meant the operation of organized mili-
tary forces. The methods of warfare include 
operating large organized armies via maneu-
ver for the purpose of moving and apply-
ing force, so as to occupy or defend territory 
and destroy the enemy. Over the years, in 
response to the IDF’s anti-maneuvering po-
tential, the enemy has developed two key 
capabilities.

The first is the massive use of high tra-
jectory fire. Countries such as Syria and or-
ganizations like Hizbollah in Lebanon and 
Palestinian organizations have built up high 
trajectory fire capabilities as a key part of 
their operational capability. The Syrian mili-
tary has built up powerful, well-stocked fir-
ing capabilities in a system built to operate 
on Israel’s northern front as well as within 
Israel’s strategic interior. At the same time 
Hizbollah and other terror organizations 
have also built up high trajectory systems, 
which present Israel with a significant chal-
lenge. Actually, Syria could launch an attack 
that comprises firing on IDF forces or a ter-
ror attack against civilians without operating 
any sort of maneuvering force and without 

any objective of seizing territory.
The second capability is guerilla warfare, 

a method of warfare characterized by two 
fundamental components: decentralized ac-
tion carried out by small, low signature forc-
es, with localized objectives of hitting, ex-
hausting, and disrupting enemy operations; 
and concealment, intended mainly to thwart 
the opponent’s ability to employ his conven-
tional power. Recent experience testifies to a 
Syrian attempt to build supplementary fight-
ing capabilities based on guerrilla warfare 
methods while preserving its conventional 
abilities. The use of guerilla methods re-
quires that guerilla forces be located in famil-
iar territory and receive assistance from the 
local civilian infrastructure and population. 
Therefore this is primarily a defensive type 
of warfare directed against attacking forces 
located in territory outside of their country. 
It would have serious limitations if used to 
attack Israel in order to occupy territory.

Given the special conditions Israel faces, 
mainly the size of its territory, its minimal 
strategic depth, and the concentration of its 
population and strategic infrastructure with-
in a narrow and crowded area, it is impera-
tive to conduct an in-depth examination of 
the implications of the changing nature of 
the threat to Israel. The reliance of Syria and 
agents of terror on high trajectory fire and on 
guerilla warfare methods necessitates a criti-
cal review of the three conceptual elements 
described above.

Deterrence
The 1969-70 War of Attrition and the 1973 
Yom Kippur War broke out following one 
of the IDF’s most striking victories: the Six 
Day War. A discussion of Israel’s deterrence, 
therefore, would do well to begin with the 
elusiveness of that component given the per-
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ception of those years. Furthermore, since 
then, attempts by Arab countries as well as 
terror organizations have focused on eroding 
Israel’s resistance rather than striking Israel 
with one decisive blow.

Deterrence should be characterized by 
different concepts that serve to distinguish 
between a symmetrical clash of military 
forces (force vs. force) and an asymmetrical 
clash in which an organized military force 
acts against non-military forces employing 
means of terror and guerilla warfare.
§	 Symmetrical deterrence, in this case, 

deterrence against the use of military force 
by an Arab country. Since the Yom Kippur 

War, Israel has not been 
attacked by a military 
belonging to an Arab 
country, and apparently 
Israel has deterred Arab 
countries from attacking 
it. Syria, for example, was 
deterred from attacking 
Israel during the Second 

Lebanon War and in response to what was 
reported to be an Israeli attack within Syria 
this past September. On the other hand Syr-
ia was not discouraged during the Second 
Lebanon War or in previous years from ex-
tending significant support to Hizbollah and 
other terror organizations under its auspices.
§	 Asymmetric deterrence refers here to 

deterring organizations and countries from 
taking action against Israel via terror that 
uses high trajectory fire and other methods. 
Throughout its existence Israel has clearly 
not succeeded in maintaining asymmetric 
deterrence, as terrorist elements and spon-
soring countries have continued to operate 
against it. Prior to the Second Lebanon War 
Hizbollah developed a modus operandi 
whereby the organization was not deterred 

from occasional actions, nor was it deterred 
from attempting to kidnap Israeli soldiers 
(succeeding in two cases). However to date 
the results of the Second Lebanon War show 
that a state of asymmetric deterrence exists 
vis-à-vis the organization, and Hizbollah 
has entirely avoided action against Israel. In 
contrast with the situation in the north, Israel 
appears unable to deter or prevent the high 
trajectory fire from Gaza executed by a num-
ber of organizations with differing interests.

In its two forms, deterrence can be 
achieved for a limited time. Success is mea-
sured by the length of time deterrence lasts. 
An examination of Israel’s inability to realize 
asymmetric deterrence in the south, contrast-
ed with success in the north (which has lasted 
one and a half years), points to the difference 
between these arenas, which comprises two 
main elements. The first is centralized con-
trol. Hizbollah is an organization able to con-
trol its forces well. There are other militias 
operating in Lebanon, but they are not signif-
icantly active in the region where Hizbollah 
operates. Hizbollah’s domination allows it to 
control hostile activities from southern Leba-
non. In Gaza, on the other hand, the Hamas 
organization operates alongside other terror 
organizations that, under the existing situa-
tion, are not under central Hamas control.

The second element is the extent of Isra-
el’s use of force. The scale of Israel’s opera-
tion in Lebanon was highly disproportion-
ate to the extent of the threat. The operation 
caused extreme damage to Hizbollah – its 
civilian home front, its operational ability, 
and its economic infrastructure. It would 
appear that the intensity of the force used 
is closely related to the ability to maintain 
sustained asymmetric deterrence. It is likely 
that using similar force in Gaza, whereby the 
operational and economic infrastructures of 

The introduction of high 
trajectory fire as a key 

instrument of terror obliges 
Israel to find ways of realizing 
asymmetric deterrence against 

terror organizations.
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Hamas and accompanying organizations are 
attacked significantly for an extended time, 
would allow a certain measure of asymmet-
ric deterrence against these organizations. 

Maintaining asymmetric deterrence is a 
significant challenge for Israel. The introduc-
tion of high trajectory fire as a key instru-
ment of terror actions against Israel obliges 
the country to find ways of realizing this 
type of deterrence against terror organiza-
tions. The model of the Second Lebanon War 
shows that it is possible over time to maintain 
asymmetric deterrence against Hizbollah.

Warning
Over the years Israel has developed excel-
lent intelligence capabilities for identifying 
enemy capabilities and intentions of attack-
ing Israel. The nation’s preparedness has 
centered on a scenario in which Israel is at-
tacked by military forces invading its terri-
tory. To meet this type of situation a common 
language was constructed whereby indica-
tors ranked enemy intentions to attack. It 
seems that the scenario of Syrian maneuver-
ing forces moving into the Golan Heights is 
growing more remote, replaced by a scenario 
with asymmetric elements such as massive 
high trajectory fire or attrition operations us-
ing guerrilla warfare methods. This type of 
threat causes warning capability to be dan-
gerously limited. The massive firing of short 
range rockets does not necessitate extended 
preparation. In fact, the Syrian army has the 
ability to fire within a short time frame. Pre-
sumably a surprise attack of massive high 
trajectory fire will include preparations for 
an IDF response, which in turn will signal as 
to Syrian intentions (in other words, referred 
deterrence.6) Also possible are offensive sce-
narios whereby Syrian forces employ guer-
rilla methods to execute localized attacks 

against Israeli targets and assets along the 
border. What meaning does warning have 
under these conditions? Two principal char-
acteristics of warning can be defined.
§	 Remote warning refers to the intelli-

gence capability to warn as to the operation 
of forces beyond the country’s borders, for 
example intelligence warnings on events in 
Syria or intelligence alerts on events in Gaza. 
Both these cases necessitate intelligence that 
operates without having a permanent pres-
ence in the area. Remote warning enables 
a satisfactory response to the operation 
of organized military forces against Isra-
el, alerting as to their maneuvers as well as 
their capacity for fire. This type of warning 
is facilitated by the high signature of the 
military formations involved. However, it 
is difficult to supply effective warnings of 
events beyond the country’s borders that are 
connected with high trajectory fire such as 
short range rockets; this also applies to the 
operation of low signature forces employing 
guerilla methods that are run by terror orga-
nizations (in the Gaza Strip or in Lebanon, 
for example) or perhaps Syria.
§	 Presence-based warning. IDF fighting 

in Judea and Samaria has been character-
ized over the years by an ability to generate 
effective intelligence warnings based on an 
ongoing IDF presence in the region. Proof of 
this is that the IDF and the General Security 
Services were successful in reducing terror to 
more tolerable proportions. Attempts to re-
alize this capability in Gaza and in Lebanon 
show just how difficult it is to generate effec-
tive intelligence from afar.

Accordingly, the warning component of 
Israel’s security concept must be adjusted 
and refined. The need for warning on the ma-
neuvering of large forces belonging to Arab 
countries is still valid. At the same time, the 
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need has grown for warning as to the opera-
tion of guerilla-contoured forces and massive 
high trajectory fire, whether activated by a 
country or – and all the more so – by a terror 
organization. Reliance on referred deterrence 
may well prove inadequate.

Decision 
The term decision describes a situation 
where in a swift action, the opponent’s abil-
ity is eradicated, and it succumbs first to a 
state of helplessness and thereafter surren-
ders.7 The IDF is required to achieve quick 
decision in order to impact significantly on 
an enemy country’s organized military ca-

pability; at the same time 
it must hit and minimize 
as much as possible the 
operational capabilities 
and damage caused by 
organizations, including 
terror organizations.8 If 
in previous scenarios the 
IDF prepared for attacks 

contoured along the lines of the Yom Kippur 
War, in which maneuvering forces move into 
the country’s territory, now new scenarios 
dominate. These include enemy attacks con-
sisting of massive, high intensity high trajec-
tory fire along the length and breadth of the 
front, and reaching into the country’s strate-
gic depth. There is also the possibility of fire 
directed at civilian targets and infrastructure, 
with Syria firing in combination with or sep-
arately from Hizbollah. In accordance with 
IDF fundamental concepts, the first stage of a 
response would include a defensive fighting 
stage, after which the military must achieve 
decision via attack. It is fitting, then, to ex-
amine the implications of defensive fighting 
and attack in these scenarios. 

The enemy’s concentrated attack effort 

and transition from maneuvering to firepow-
er obliges an in-depth clarification of IDF 
defensive fighting. If in the past opponents 
opened fire in order to create conditions for 
a subsequent maneuvering assault, in the 
new situation fire is the primary component 
of attack. Stopping the fire becomes the basic 
component of any IDF operational response. 
The experience of the Second Lebanon War 
showed that stopping long range fire effec-
tively is achievable; in contrast, it is difficult 
to stop short range fire. The overall response 
to the threat is an integrated defensive and 
offensive response that may be based on four 
components, two defensive and two offen-
sive:
§	 Intercepting rockets and missiles in flight. 

Israel is aiming to develop and produce de-
fensive systems enabling the interception of 
in-flight rockets. At this stage it is difficult to 
see how such systems would supply a com-
prehensive answer to the problem, not to 
mention that the expected cost of operating 
such systems would be high and the extent 
of firing likely to be great indeed. That an in-
terception system could effectively handle the 
threat seems unlikely under these conditions. 
The effectiveness of the system is likely to be 
higher for the Gaza region, where the scope of 
fire is unlike what is expected in the north.
§	 Passive defense and defense of the civil-

ian front. This defensive component com-
prises two parts: the creation of a shielding 
and survivability capability founded on apt 
prioritization of the country’s vital systems, 
and the ability to supply protection to citi-
zens against missile and rocket attacks. This 
protection must be constructed in order to 
enable a reasonable degree of ongoing Israeli 
civilian and economic activity. At the same 
time it is imperative to fashion a complete 
operational concept for defending the civil-

The lessons of the Second 
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to deliver a suitable deterrent 
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asymmetric threats.

16



ian front, which must include the integration 
of all relevant components including: the 
IDF, the National Emergency Authority (for 
defending the home front), local government 
systems, and even extra-governmental agen-
cies such as NGOs and other organizations. 
Only a synergetic integration of all these el-
ements along with instruction of the popu-
lation for the “day of reckoning” can enable 
the creation of an effective response to high 
trajectory fire on the civilian front.
§	 Counter fire. During the Second Leba-

non War the IDF demonstrated capabilities 
of hitting medium range and long range 
launching systems, but was hard pressed to 
attack short range rockets with any measure 
of success. Apparently effective counter fire 
ability will also be absent in the foreseeable 
future. The creation of an effective attack cy-
cle of locating-firing-destroying constitutes 
one of the most meaningful challenges for 
the IDF. Nonetheless, the use of (statistical-
ly precise) counter fire will continue to be 
a component of an overall response to the 
rocket threat.
§	 Maneuvering assault actions in launch ar-

eas. Operating maneuvering forces in launch 
areas in order to directly engage agents that 
operate and support launches would spur 
a significant decrease in enemy fire. Such a 
maneuvering action would have to operate 
in an area well protected by regular forces 
as well as forces employing guerilla meth-
ods and controlling large anti-tank systems. 
The IDF must identify the optimal maneu-
vering blend that would enable it to also 
move about in such protected areas. Despite 
its new emphasis on high trajectory fire, the 
Syrian army still has appreciable maneu-
vering capabilities; the IDF’s maneuvering 
actions would have to hit these significantly 
while conquering territory and taking action 

against targets in a way that reduces motiva-
tion to continue firing rockets.

Achieving decision obliges a balance be-
tween all the components; at the same time, 
the lessons of the war in Iraq must be kept 
in mind. The Iraqi military was subdued 
within a short time, but the American mili-
tary has since found itself confronting terror 
directed against Iraqi civilians as well as a 
significant level of guerilla warfare directed 
against American forces. Such being the case, 
the need to achieve decision obliges a final-
ization of the military moves while develop-
ing a comprehensive operational concept. 
In order to put the last touches on decision, 
the IDF must supply a response to guerilla 
threats originating within and outside of ter-
ritory the IDF has conquered, until a resolu-
tion to the conflict is implemented.

Conclusion
The range of threats against Israel has inject-
ed new components into the equation, and 
the blend of the overall threat has changed. 
In the past, the IDF had to contend with sce-
narios of maneuvering forces attacking Israel 
in order to conquer territory. Now that Isra-
el’s enemies have understood Israel’s power 
to deal with such scenarios, they have intro-
duced rocket fire plus guerilla warfare into 
the equation as the core component of their 
attack and defense concept. The three funda-
mental elements of deterrence-warning-deci-
sion must be adjusted in order to understand 
to what extent these elements are adequately 
updated to face the current threat.

Over the years Israel has succeeded in 
effecting symmetrical deterrence, but has 
found asymmetric deterrence difficult. The 
lessons of the Second Lebanon War enable 
a reexamination of Israel’s ability to deliver 
a suitable deterrent response that also meets 
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asymmetric threats. The defense establish-
ment’s difficulty in generating remote warn-
ings for asymmetric threats, combined with 
the introduction of such threats in hostile 
countries such as Syria, necessitates a reex-
amination of the IDF’s process of force build-
up and its preparedness for dealing with sce-
narios of unanticipated massive high trajec-
tory fire within an effective period of time.

Finally, Israel’s concept of decision must 
be reviewed. It appears that over time, the 
IDF will have to perform in an interior de-
fended with guerilla warfare by combining 
between defensive systems, counter fire, and 
maneuver. These elements will partly supply 
the required decision. The IDF will also have 
to supply a response to continued guerilla 
warfare and terror following its occupation 
of territory. IDF force buildup processes ne-
cessitate inter-branch collaboration focused 
on supporting the entire IDF lineup, starting 
from the lone combat soldier and the small 
maneuvering unit all the way to the IDF’s 
chief command apparatus.          

Notes
1	 Israel Tal, National Security: The Israeli Experi-

ence (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2000).
2	 An illustration of the elusiveness of this con-

cept can be seen in the outbreak of the War of 
Attrition followed by the Yom Kippur War; 
they erupted after what was perceived as a 
period of Israel’s heightened deterrence fol-
lowing the Six Day War. 

3	 David Ben-Gurion, Uniqueness and Destiny: On 
Israel’s Security; speech to commanders on July 
5, 1955. Ma’arachot, 1971.

4	 Yoav Gelber, “Reflections on Israel’s Security 
Philosophy,” Ynet, September 21, 2007, http://
www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-3451620,00.
html. 

5	 This essay considers the key attribute of ter-
rorism to be the intention to harm civilians not 
directly involved in fighting. Therefore acts of 
terror can be carried out by terrorist organiza-
tions with no political identity or by countries 
that activate terror. As an example, the open-
ing of fire by an enemy country against civilian 
targets is an act of terror. On the other hand if 
an organization such as Hizbollah takes action 
against IDF forces, it would not be considered 
terror. 

6	 Referred deterrence is defined as deterrence 
created by signs of preparations for a counter 
response, rather than for an actual attack. For 
example, massive high trajectory fire by Syria 
may occur without sufficient warning, but 
Syrian preparations for the anticipated Israeli 
response require actions that will be identified 
by intelligence alert capabilities.

7	 Yehoshafat Harkabi, War and Strategy, ch. 8, 
“Decision and Attrition.”

8	 An extensive discussion of the concept of deci-
sion and all its operational implications is be-
yond the scope of this essay. Suffice it here to 
state that in any military conflict with a coun-
try, decision is achieved by significantly af-
fecting and thwarting that country’s military 
capability as far as effective operations against 
Israel are concerned. On the other hand, in the 
context of terror, decision is achieved when a 
reasonable and enduring security situation is 
attained.   

The Institute for National Security Studies
expresses its gratitude to

 

Joseph Hackmey
 

for his contribution to the publication of Strategic Assessment.

18



The Struggle for Situation 
Awareness in the IDF

Yehuda Wegman

“Situation awareness” is the perception and understanding of the elements in 
a particular environment that allow us to interpret the reality we are in. Thus, 
it is perhaps the most influential and fundamental element affecting our ac-
tions, both for good and for bad.1 Situation awareness and efforts to influence 
it are a cornerstone of military thought and achievement, and bringing the 
other side to a state of cognitive defeat, and not necessarily through physi-
cal exhaustion, is the basic objective of military actions. Indeed, any defeat 
is always two-pronged, and occurs not only on the physical level. This is the 
reason that the IDF and the State of Israel, which do not enjoy the luxury of 
unlimited time and physical force, cannot allow a situation where a decisive 
outcome, no matter in which type of warfare, is based on the attrition of the 
enemy over time. Since its inception, the IDF has sought a quick decisive out-
come using deep maneuvering: the goal is to break the enemy’s fighting spirit 
and command ability, to the point of the total collapse of the other side. Battle 
Doctrine, a study of the rules of ground forces use published in 1963, states 
that the individual fighter is the only fundamental element that can be toppled 
without physical destruction.2

	 This essay claims that the situation awareness of IDF commanders before 
and during the Second Lebanon War was far too skewed for the commanders 
to diagnose the operational problems they were facing in that war, and it was 
also the element that prevented them from solving these problems. The result 
of the faulty situation awareness was that the war was a failed recourse to rules 
of engagement against irregular forces, which are the norm in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip, in an arena that demanded the application of force based 
on rules of engagement against regular forces. Yehuda Wegman, 
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Sisyphean Fighting
A common misconception among some IDF 
senior commanders has led them to call the 
IDF’s fight against terrorists and guerillas 
“Sisyphean fighting.” According to the Greek 
myth, Sisyphus was condemned by the gods 

to roll a heavy rock up a mountain; once he 
approached the top, the rock would invari-
ably roll back down to the foot of the moun-
tain, and he was forced to begin the task anew. 
This effort in futility was repeated endlessly.3 
While the IDF’s struggle against terrorism is 

Volume 10, No. 4, Febroary 2008 19



sometimes dismissed as a Sisyphean effort, 
in contrast to the story of Sisyphus’s ongo-
ing failure, the reality is that the IDF’s fight 
against terrorism is in fact a success story. 
Perhaps the only connection between the suc-
cess in fighting terrorism and Sisyphus’ pun-
ishment is the time the IDF needs to achieve 
the goal and the necessity to maintain it with 
ongoing fighting, which is certainly not be-

yond reach. The dramatic 
improvement in security 
since Operation Defen-
sive Shield is the best 
evidence. It behooves the 
commanders to consider 
the error of the parallel 
they draw between their 
own success and a myth, 
which otherwise invites a 

self-fulfilling prophecy of failure.
In contrast to the success in fighting ter-

rorism, an examination of the use of ground 
forces during the Second Lebanon War dem-
onstrates that it was Sisyphean to the nth 
degree. For thirty-four days, the IDF rolled 
its conglomeration of errors up the moun-
tain whence it came tumbling back down; it 
seemed that no one learned anything from 
one day of fighting to the next. An attempt 
to dig down to the root of the problem using 
eyewitness accounts and debriefings collect-
ed after the war indicates a prominent gap 
between the situation awareness necessary 
for proper functioning in the fighting milieu 
of the summer of 2006, and that which was 
perceived on the eve of the war and during 
it. The discrepancy between the situation 
awareness among the commanders and that 
which was required of them in order to suc-
ceed is precisely what formed the basis for the 
repeated erroneous actions, which rendered 
the fighting irrelevant and the achievements 

Sisyphean, in the way described by the myth 
of three thousand years ago.

On one of the first days of the Second 
Lebanon War, the GOC of the Northern 
Command was seen on television telling one 
of the commanders that the fighting in the 
Bint Jbail zone was Sisyphean. The GOC’s 
commentary points at the precise difference 
between the situation awareness that existed 
among the commanders and that which was 
necessary in order to achieve the goal of the 
fighting, if there was such a goal. The appli-
cation of a mistaken concept, which came to 
represent the character of the fighting against 
irregular forces in an arena that demanded 
a model of dealing with a regular army, 
pointed to the erroneous set of concepts by 
which the GOC – and many like him – oper-
ated, and also strengthened the tendency of 
commanders to fight in a manner that was 
fundamentally flawed. Instead of offensive 
fighting, using massive forces engaged in 
deep and continuous maneuvering aided 
by firepower until a decisive outcome was 
reached, which was required by the orga-
nized defensive systems that Hizbollah had 
put in place, the IDF let itself be dragged into 
the only model of fighting it knew – fighting 
against irregular forces.4 Because this was the 
case, the forces fought using methods famil-
iar from the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, 
i.e., primarily raids for the purpose of detain-
ing enemy personnel, carried out by small 
forces, covered by intelligence and command 
and control systems, detailed down to the 
level of the individual soldier. Duplicating 
Judea and Samaria methods of fighting in 
Lebanon caused the attacking forces, which 
in many cases were moving towards their 
targets head-on in broad daylight, to come 
into contact with fortified defense systems 
that were ranged on killing grounds on axes 
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of advance.5 Predictably, the result could not 
have been other than a sequence of failures 
that turned into a series of rescue and with-
drawal battles, some of them heroic.6

“Going into the field to find out 
what is going on”: The 1973 Version
It is possible to affect perception by propa-
ganda and psychological warfare, but it is 
decisive actions that change and even turn reality 
on its head. The function of fundamental sys-
temic situations and familiar forms of battle 
is, first of all, to allow the commander to 
analyze the operational reality correctly, and 
second and more important, to outline the 
reasoning required for the moves that can 
bring about changes in that reality, until the 
enemy’s defeat. The more forceful the change 
in reality is to the detriment of the enemy, so 
will the enemy’s desire to continue to fight 
decrease. This, for example, is the reason that 
the emergence of an attacking force at the less 
protected rear, which operates from behind 
a deployment’s vanguard, makes such an 
inestimable negative impact on the fighting 
spirit of the defenders, as compared with the 
actions of the same forces against the heav-
ily-defended front.7

The importance and effect of situation 
awareness changes for success in war is clear 
in an historical perspective. A prominent fa-
vorable example was the period leading up 
to the Six Day War in 1967. The three weeks 
before the outbreak of hostilities allowed the 
fighters, particularly the reservists, to accli-
mate themselves to the transition they had to 
make from a civilian situation to the funda-
mentally different one of a fighter. One of the 
factors that significantly helped create situ-
ation awareness that was suited to the de-
mands of the war that ensued was the inten-
sive training that the relatively long waiting 

period allowed the IDF to carry out before 
the start of the war.

Whoever seeks an explanation for the 
phenomenon of some of the commanders 
glued to the plasma screens in the Second 
Lebanon War, which, like other phenomena 
of the war received highly populist treatment 
in the media, will benefit from studying the 
experience, both good and bad, of the Yom 
Kippur War.8

On the positive side, one may look at the 
great success of the navy in 1973, which in-
cludes the importance of adjusting the situ-
ation awareness of the commanders and 
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the fighters to the right military reality as a 
condition for success in battle. On the eve of 
the war, the commanders of the navy did not 
accept Military Intelligence’s assessment of 
“a lower than low probability” of war. Af-
ter a series of arguments the navy’s request 
to prepare for hostilities was approved, and 
thereafter it was able to prepare well for 
battle, both in terms of situation awareness 
and in practice.9 These preparations, togeth-
er with bravery and ruses in deploying the 
forces, brought the navy to brilliant achieve-
ments on par with anything the world has 
seen when, in the first series of missile boat 
battles in history fought between the Israeli 
navy and the navies of Syria and Egypt, the 
Israeli navy dealt the enemy a decisive blow 
without incurring any casualties of its own.

On the negative side, one may see that in 
contrast with the unusual approval grant-
ed the navy, and because of the mindset of 
“they wouldn’t dare” that prevailed among 
the various decision makers, the air force 
was not allowed the preemptive strike that 
time and again it demanded it be allowed to 
make; even calling up the infantry reserves 
was postponed until five hours before firing 
commenced. The very surprise of war erupt-
ing on two fronts simultaneously and the tre-
mendous power of the attack did not grant 
the defending forces the conditions neces-
sary to change their situation awareness from 
“routine security measures” and an isolated 
“day of battle” to one of comprehensive war. 
Under the vast and paralyzing pressures of 
the events it was only normal for them to 
latch onto the familiar and to what seemed 
safe: the conception of how to use forces un-
der routine security conditions. 

This also resulted in waiting too long in 
leaving the headquarters where the day-to-
day activities were being directed before the 

war. The Agranat Commission report formu-
lated this point as follows: “Even after the 
war broke out, the unit commanders on the 
line continued to control their forces from the 
operations rooms as if they were in a state 
of routine security measures/day of battle, 
and hours [in the north] and days [in the 
south] passed before they changed the man-
ner of their command and went into the field 
to learn of the events from up close.”10 Col. 
Granit testified before the Commission that 
when he arrived at the fire-pummeled Suez 
Canal battle zone and saw the casualties, he 
encountered a situation in which “all the staff 
people were sitting in the operations room; 
everything was like it was during the War of 
Attrition.” Maj. Gen. Ariel Sharon also told 
the Commission, “I said to [GOC Southern 
Command Shmuel Gonen] that in my opin-
ion he did not have a clear picture of what 
was going on in the field. I suggested that he 
instruct all the commanders to leave the op-
erations rooms immediately, and go into the 
zone with the frontal command group to find 
out what was actually happening.”

The long time lapse since the Yom Kippur 
War and the comparison with the situation 
awareness shortcomings during the war in 
2006 suggest that despite the negative light 
in which the Agranat Commission viewed 
the phenomenon, in 1973 a very rapid pro-
cess of adjustment took place in the com-
mand structure. The result was a reversal in 
the war’s direction after only twenty-four 
hours on the Golan Heights and after some 
additional time in the Sinai.11 The difference 
between the Yom Kippur War and the Second 
Lebanon War regarding situation awareness 
is that in 2006 no such transition ever took 
place, and therefore that war was waged to 
the end as a series of routine security mea-
sures and not as a war designed to rout the 
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enemy, with all accompanying ramifications 
and repercussions.

Two Distinct Cultures of Warfare
The key question becomes what was the 
source of the extended rigid cognitive state 
of the Second Lebanon War, which lacked 
the flexibility and learning capacity of 1973. 
Apparently, the situation awareness and the 
concepts that derived from it during the War 
of Attrition, a war fought between the IDF 
and the regular armies of Egypt and Syria, 
were not vastly different from those of the 
comprehensive war that followed. Despite 
the differences, both were fought in a situ-
ation of warfare between regular forces. By 
contrast, the IDF forces that fought in the 
Second Lebanon War were required to bridge 
the huge gap between their situation aware-
ness and its accompanying set of military 
concepts to which they became accustomed 
in fighting against irregular forces, and the 
essentially different awareness and military 
concepts required of them in fighting against 
regular systems in Lebanon.

Fighting against irregular forces is char-
acterized by use of very small and highly 
decentralized forces with strict limitations 
on opening fire, so as to refrain if possible 
from harming the uninvolved, and above all, 
by the justified drive to prevent casualties 
among one’s own forces even at the expense 
of failure to carry out the mission. In addi-
tion, because of the low number of events 
and the existence of sophisticated command 
and control systems, in this type of fight-
ing the commanders’ control of the forces is 
complete and detailed, down to the level of 
the individual soldier, and every movement 
of the forces is directed and monitored at 
headquarters via the screens.

By contrast, the type of warfare required 

against massive maneuvering or defend-
ing forces in fighting against regular forces 
demands totally different force deployment 
modes. The situation changes suddenly and 
dramatically, the forces are large compared 
to those used in the other type of fighting, 
and the limitations on opening fire are rela-
tively few. However, above all, in warfare 
of this type the necessity to fulfill the mission 
under all circumstances and at any cost is the 
mindset that must govern the command-
ers and is what obligates them, as opposed 
to fighting against irregular forces, to leave 
their command centers frequently and to 
place themselves at the head of their forces. 
The subject of command and control too 
becomes greatly uncertain as a result of the 
frequent and violent encounters with the en-
emy: there is suddenly a surfeit of data to the 
point of the control systems crashing. This 
situation further confirms the precept that it 
is the commanders’ obligation to leave their 
command centers, to place themselves at the 
head of the forces, and to lead them to vic-
tory despite the complexities created by un-
certainty and losses.12

Thus it would seem that there are two dis-
tinct cultures of warfare, and as in any tran-
sition between cultures, here too the transi-
tion from one to the other is problematic and 
complex, and above all, requires an aware-
ness that such a transition is necessary to be-
gin with. Cultures differ in their languages, 
customs, norms of behavior, symbols, and 
particularly value systems, and it is difficult 
if not impossible to bridge all of these with-
out instruction, preparation, and practice. 
The Second Lebanon War proved that a quick 
transition to a culture of “the mission above 
all” is almost impossible for those who have 
been trained to operate only within the con-
text of the culture of “zero casualties to our 
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forces” that characterizes, and justifiably so, 
the logic of fighting against irregular forces 
and the post-heroic culture, some of which 
managed to penetrate even the IDF.

For the commanders of the Second Leba-
non War, the gap between the two cultures 
was so great that they were not even able to 
identify it, and certainly not the operational 
ramifications. Those looking for an answer 
as to why the commanders remained so close 
to their plasma screens will not find it in the 
simplistic explanation according to which 
the IDF just abandoned some of its old sys-
tems and methods, but rather in the fact that 
the Second Lebanon War lacked the crucial 
condition for success in fighting in that are-
na, namely an unequivocal transition from 
one culture of warfare to another. This argu-
ment is bolstered by the problematic though 
opposite transition in the period before Op-
eration Defensive Shield, when the IDF was 
required to go from a culture of “the mission 
above all” to one of “the lives of soldiers are 
more important than the mission,” and the 
various characteristics that differ fundamen-
tally when fighting against irregular forces.13

The difficulty in making the transition 
from one culture of warfare to another makes 
the transition impossible if those responsible 
are not equipped with adequate professional 
military knowledge, and especially if they 
have not received actual and frequent train-
ing in the type of warfare to which they must 
adapt. The military culture crisis in the IDF 
that, luckily for Israel was exposed in 2006 
against a relatively weak enemy, before the 
damage became irreversible, indicates that 
in the period before the war, the range of 
fighting situations that was formulated in 
the minds of IDF commanders narrowed 
down to one single possibility – that of a 
war fought against irregular forces. The con-

ception of “the end of the major wars” that 
ruled the IDF during the first years of the 
new millennium did not remain an abstrac-
tion: it caused a drastic reduction in train-
ing in general, and a total halt to the kind 
of training that was necessary to prepare 
for the fighting against Hizbollah in 2006 in 
particular.14 Together with the dismantling of 
some of the maneuvering units, these actions 
created a message that denied and canceled 
out the traditional, formulated world of mili-
tary contents and turned it into an obsolete, 
irrelevant situation.15 In practice, as a result 
of the IDF erasing the possibility of regular 
warfare, irregular fighting, in every way and 
ramification, became the only response to ev-
ery operational problem, and this is also how 
it became firmly fixed in the commanders’ 
consciousness.16 They were entirely unpre-
pared for any reality foreign to what domi-
nated their awareness. Thus when the same 
commanders were forced to deal with the 
battlefield reality that prevailed during the 
Second Lebanon War, they were left without 
the ability to give it the proper response.

 
Conclusion
Apparently before the battle against the 
mind of the enemy begins, it is necessary to 
struggle for a change in the mind of our own 
forces. The process of transition and adjust-
ment to a different culture of warfare is not 
self-evident. It is necessary to consider this 
process, as well as the tools commanders 
must be given in order to make sure the pro-
cess proceeds as quickly as possible.

The three essential conditions for a suc-
cessful transition process are: first, develop-
ing the awareness in commanders regarding 
operational questions that derive from the 
differences between the two cultures; sec-
ond, appropriate training in both cultures; 
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and third, insistence on enough time to make 
the transition happen, to the extent that this 
is possible. These three conditions must be 
stressed before any future engagement, and 
certainly when the IDF in the instigator, as in 
the Second Lebanon War.

In contrast to cultural transitions in other 
realms of life in which failures are tolerable 
and do not come at the expense of people’s 
lives and national traumas, the military is un-
forgiving towards those who delay adjusting 
from one culture to the other. It is of course 
impossible to overcome entirely the prob-
lems involved in moving from one culture 
to another, but anticipating them, exploring 
them, and coping with their practical ramifi-
cations are the way to reduce the adjustment 
time and the cost of the transition, a transi-
tion that the commanders and fighters of the 
Second Lebanon War failed to make.

Notes
1	 Situation awareness is defined as the term 

that indicates awareness of the self and one’s 
surroundings. It relates to the connections of 
every person with his/her external environ-
ment as well as within him/herself. Situation 
awareness is thus a function of individual 
character and tendencies, as everyone reacts in 
his/her own manner to external stimuli from 
the environment and to internal stimuli such 
as thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations. 
Personal consciousness plays a significant role 
in creating a person’s situation awareness, and 
therefore it necessarily differs among people. 
When we try to solve a problem, we choose 
a coping strategy that is unique to us because 
our personal interpretation, which defines our 
situation awareness, determines that decision.

2	 IDF General Staff, General Library, Battle Doc-
trine, vol. 1, p. 3.

3	 According to Greek mythology, Sisyphus was 
the son of Aeolus, the god of the winds and 
the founder of Corinth. Sisyphus was crafty 
and evil, and used to mislead travelers on the 

roads and murder them. Zeus, the father of the 
gods, punished him, decreeing that he would 
have to roll a heavy rock up the mountain. Ev-
ery time he reached the top, the rock would 
roll down to the bottom, and Sisyphus was 
forced to roll it up again. It was backbreaking, 
pointless labor. Thus, “Sisyphean work” has 
come to mean difficult, backbreaking work 
that never ends, without any point or objec-
tive.   

4	 See Amir Kulick, “The Next War with Hizbol-
lah,” Strategic Assessment 10, no. 3 (2007): 41-50. 
Kulick explains that in southern Lebanon “an 
underground system of tunnels and bunkers 
and relatively limited infantry and anti-tank 
systems” were established. The term “system” 
encompasses the entire difference between 
fighting against irregular forces, which lack 
systems, and fighting against regular forces, 
which depend on organized defensive sys-
tems. Affixing the “guerilla” label to Hizbol-
lah systems, i.e., their reliance on camouflage 
in the field, demonstrates the effectiveness of 
these systems and not that they in fact exem-
plify “guerilla.”

5	 It is possible to see evi-
dence of the IDF operat-
ing unprofessionally in 
many cases, including in 
Hizbollah films shot dur-
ing the fighting. 

6	 See the list of citations 
for bravery awarded af-
ter the war. Without detracting in any way 
from the actions for which the citations were 
awarded, most of them were given for rescue 
missions and not for perseverance in fulfilling 
the mission to its completion. Because mean-
ingless utterances were taken as commands 
that must be fulfilled, forces became entan-
gled in meaningless moves against the enemy, 
without any true operational value. It is no 
wonder that all that was left to do was to extri-
cate casualties, something that in 2006 because 
the primary “form of battle” in the fighting.

7	 That is, fundamentally, the essence of the 
meaning of “stratagem,” a crucial principle 
of war so lacking during the Second Lebanon 
War.

Apparently before the battle 
against the mind of the enemy 
begins, it is necessary to 
struggle for a change in the 
mind of our own forces.
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8	 The general situation awareness of IDF com-
manders in general, together with the lack 
of preparedness for the war in particular, are 
the factors that explain why, as firing broke 
out in the Golan, the commander of Brigade 
188 instructed his troops to perform the only 
command he had at his disposal for a situation 
in which there was no comprehensive war – 
“capital.” However, “capital” was meant to be 
a command for a limited day of engagements, 
in which a few local incidents, orchestrated to 
the last detail, take place. It was not intended 
to serve as a response to the chaotic situation 
that the four Syrian divisions that attacked the 
Golan created in the form of an artillery war, 
which some senior commanders also referred 
to at the beginning as only “a day of battle.” 
As a result of their faulty situation awareness, 
many commanders in the Golan and the Sinai 
were trapped in an extreme cognitive dis-
sonance. One of its obvious and prominent 
expressions was the stubborn clinging to the 
procedures of operating routine security mea-
sures, which was completely incongruent with 
reality.

9	 A primary reason for the operational indepen-
dence of the navy was the fact that its prepara-
tions for war did not require calling up sup-
plementary reserves, an act requiring cabinet 
approval.

10	 This and the quotations that follow appear in 
the Agranat Commission Report, p. 1270.

11	 The rapid reversal was especially apparent 
on the Golan Heights. In the Sinai, replacing 
the GOC was necessary for the commands 
to begin to operate in an acceptable manner. 
The comparison between what happened to 
the IDF in this regard and what happened to 
foreign armed forces in the same respect was 
very much in favor of the IDF until the Second 
Lebanon War. See, for example, the fatal freeze 
on methods of warfare employed by the mili-
taries of both sides in World War I, the British 
army in the western desert until Montgomery 
in World War II, and other examples.

12	 The question of the location of commander in 
battle is not unequivocal, except for the general 
principle whereby he must be in a place where 
he can optimally influence the battle. Person-

nel positions and processes of correct use of 
the command center allow the commander to 
go out to the forces any time it becomes neces-
sary. In such a situation, the chief of staff and 
the one directing the combat from the central 
headquarters desk will run the command cen-
ter.

13	 Partly as a result of various policy limitations 
but primarily as a result of gaps in perceiving 
military reality, the IDF needed a year and sev-
en months to make the transition to an attack 
initiative against terrorism, the first expression 
of which was Operation Defensive Shield.

14	 A number of reserve units trained for a sce-
nario of fighting in Lebanon. However, even if 
this trained array of forces was fully activated 
in Lebanon, it was not large enough to have 
controlled the entire southern sector from 
which the rockets were being fired. (About the 
sector, see Kulick, “The Next War with Hiz-
bollah.”) In other words, in order to fulfill the 
mission of securing the entire north, the IDF 
would have needed far more forces than it had 
trained for that purpose

15	 “Being relevant” was an important concept 
in the IDF before the Second Lebanon War. 
Like other expressions that spread throughout 
the army before the war, it too seems to have 
originated with Special Ops. People used the 
expression to mark themselves as belonging to 
the mainstream of the IDF that was canceling 
out all classical military concepts that had be-
come “irrelevant.” With a particular inflection, 
the expression became a derogatory term used 
against anyone who did not fall in line with 
that stream. A book that uses primary sources 
and indicates what was considered relevant 
and appropriate in the IDF before the Second 
Lebanon War and what was not is Ofer Shelah, 
The Israeli Army: A Radical Proposal (Kinneret 
Zmora-Bitan, 2003).

16	 Based on media reports, in the fall/winter 
of 2006–7, regular army divisions of the IDF 
undertook their first full-division exercises in 
six years. There is no better evidence than this 
state of affairs regarding the true conception 
of those who were shaping the character of the 
IDF in the six years leading up to the Second 
Lebanon War.
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The Threat to Ground Maneuver 
as a Deciding Element

Giora Segal

Ground maneuver is the movement of military forces in relation to an 
enemy in order to gain an advantage in both time and space. Effective 
maneuvering deceives the enemy, throws it off balance, and eventu-
ally overpowers it, while preserving the power of the maneuvering 
force. Maneuvering on the ground is also designed to take advantage 
of success, to preserve operational freedom of action, and to contain 
weaknesses. Continuity of maneuvering creates new problems for the 
enemy, and renders its activity ineffective. In the end, maneuvering 
leads to the defeat of the enemy.1

	 Are ground maneuvers the central operational response to the 
threat of guerilla warfare and terrorism? What is considered a victory 
in an asymmetrical conflict? What is the function of maneuvering on 
the ground in this context? This essay argues that maneuvering on the 
ground is a critical component to deciding conflicts, whether sym-
metrical or not, that cannot be neglected. The extent of its use de-
pends on operational planning, but the principle of using it remains 
operative and strategic. 
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It is possible to throw a conventional en-
emy off balance and to defeat it through 
maneuvering on the ground, and history 

is replete with examples. During the Six Day 
War, as part of comprehensive ground ma-
neuvering by the Southern Command, Divi-
sion 38 threw the Egyptian forces that were 
defending the central Sinai off balance and 
defeated them in the battles at Umm Katef. 
Similarly, in May 1940, the Germans maneu-
vering through the Ardennes into France 
threw the British and French forces off bal-
ance along the entire front, from its western 
edge of the Maginot line to the coast, and 

defeated them. During the Second Lebanon 
War, the IDF missed an opportunity to do 
the same to Hizbollah in Lebanon and to de-
feat it, if only for a limited time, despite the 
fact that it had all the conditions for doing 
so. The main reason was ineffective ground 
maneuvering.

The ability to maneuver is a product 
of force buildup, and therefore must be re-
viewed in terms of all its components: doc-
trine, weapons and equipment,  available 
forces, manpower, training and drilling, and 
the capability of the command. Maneuvering 
requires effective integration that can put all 
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those elements together judiciously under a 
single authoritative command with opera-
tional capabilities that has a grasp of the rele-
vant doctrines of war, while interfacing these 
elements with the various civilian organiza-
tions that are part of the effort.2 

The critical nature of ground maneuver 
in conflicts of various kinds is both strategic 
and cultural. In strategic terms, a non-loss 
is considered a victory by Israel’s enemies. 
This situation, a result of Israel’s technologi-
cal and conventional military superiority, 
enables its enemies to create a new decision 
equation by firing surface-to-surface rock-
ets. A non-loss coupled with Israeli attrition 
creates strategic gains for the enemy, even if 
only after a long process. The strategic solu-
tion to this problem is complex and multi-di-
mensional, and maneuvering on the ground 
is an indispensable element in this solution. 
From a cultural viewpoint, maneuvering on 
the ground is critical because the status of the 
land itself in the Arab worldview is of the ut-
most significance in the interpretation of vic-
tory and loss.

The need for maneuvering on the ground 
in order to decide a war is well known from 
military history. In the case of the IDF, this 
need stems from the fact that the Arabs have 
over the last few years chosen to operate from 
afar and to avoid direct confrontation with 
IDF forces. In the Second Lebanon War, the 
other side operated weaponry such as sur-
face-to-surface and anti-tank missiles while 
avoiding direct confrontation, assuming that 
their own forces operating those surface-to-
surface and anti-tank missiles would be at-
tacked on the ground. This is true both of 
guerilla organizations and enemy states. Fir-
ing from a distance is the preferred method of 
the other side in order to gain an advantage 
in fighting with Israel, and to avoid direct 

confrontation in which Israel’s advantage 
is clear, both in its array of troops and in its 
range of operational capabilities. Therefore, 
maneuvering on the ground is the requisite 
response that can have an effect on attaining 
victory at the strategic level in conflicts be-
tween Israel and its enemies.

The extraordinary ability of technology-
rich regular armies on the one hand, and 
the desire of guerrilla and terrorist forces to 
employ basic technologies of weapons and 
equipment on the other, can create an illu-
sion that firepower represents a decisive ele-
ment that will determine the nature of the fu-
ture battlefield. In fact, the result of directing 
firepower against the enemy will be at best 
its attrition at a variable rate, and at worst, 
if it survives, the creation of the feeling of 
a non-loss. Maneuvering on the ground, on 
the other hand, of necessity requires direct 
confrontation with the enemy, be it a regular 
army or guerilla force, and produces a clear 
operational outcome.

Throwing the Enemy off Balance 
through Maneuver
Ground maneuvering plays a decisive role in 
throwing the enemy off balance as a result 
of its inherent operational capability: move-
ment and firepower. The ability to engage 
in direct confrontation while firing makes 
ground maneuvering a decisive element. 
One of the definitions of decision is the en-
emy’s loss of ability to operate effectively, 
to which Clausewitz adds loss of the will to 
fight. This decision results from the loss of 
balance. Decision is an event limited in time 
and space,3 and to the extent that the nature 
of war is becoming more and more asym-
metrical, this assumption only gains em-
phasis and credence. Therefore, the loss of 
motivation to fight is not relevant over time. 
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The more we are engaged is warfare against 
guerilla and terrorist forces, the less that mo-
tivation is a function of defeat in battle as it 
was in Clausewitz’s time.

Throwing the opponent off balance is a 
function of surprise, which creates uncoor-
dinated and disjointed responses in its op-
erational systems and disrupts its ability to 
act effectively. Loss of balance is expressed 
primarily in: inability to carry out tasks in 
the allotted time; inability to operate central 
systems of warfare; inability to make use of 
fighting reserves; and inability to command 
and control the designated forces. At best, 
operational objectives are not achieved, and 
at worst, one is defeated. The significance of 
loss of operational balance is:

1.	 the loss of operational command capa-
bility 

2.	 the loss of connection with the goal, 
and not understanding the reason for fight-
ing 

3.	 the loss of the operational abilities of 
elements such as troops, commanders, and 
weapons 

4.	 the loss of credibility among com-
manders at the command level of the opera-
tional echelon

5.	 the loss of cohesion of operational 
units.

Firepower: Not a Substitute for 
Ground Maneuver
Firepower can assist but does not replace 
ground maneuver. Maneuvering on the 
ground supports the firing efforts because 
the movement it creates on the battlefield 
stirs the arena and creates additional targets 
for the firing systems. However, the main 
reason that firepower is not a substitute for 
ground maneuver is the proven psychologi-
cal reality that firepower alone cannot throw 

the enemy off balance. The drive to damage 
the operational command capability by de-
stroying targets has not ripened in modern 
warfare, and it seems that any precision fire 
will merit a response from the other side.

The command system’s ability to regroup, 
even when damaged, 
is amazing, and the hu-
man ability to substitute 
for mechanized systems 
over time has been prov-
en in many modern wars. 
Regrouping is aligned 
closely with the nature 
of guerilla and terrorist 
warfare, in which there is 
little dependence on mechanized command 
systems. Mechanized forces can be com-
manded through simple means, so that dam-
aging the elements of the command system, 
such as control posts and mechanized con-
trol elements, does not suspend the function-
ing of the entire system. It is also necessary to 
harm the commanders themselves, but that 
is difficult to do from afar.

Attacking forces and operational and 
strategic infrastructure with firepower is 
firepower’s great advantage. Damaging tar-
gets of different types, from military targets 
to infrastructure, weakens the enemy’s oper-
ational capacity and strategic staying power. 
The ability to plan firepower based on cen-
ters of gravity and in coordination against 
groups of targets classified by various types 
makes it possible to operate systematic fire-
power that weakens the total structure of 
the opponent. Firepower always impacts on 
command capability, but is not enough to 
throw it off balance, because the human abil-
ity to adapt to incoming fire is greater than 
firepower’s ability to throw a person off bal-
ance. On the other hand, seizing territory is a 

A non-loss coupled with Israeli 
attrition creates strategic gains 
for the enemy. Maneuvering on 
the ground is an indispensable 
element in the complex and 
multi-dimensional strategic 
solution to this problem.
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tried and true recipe for collapsing his ability 
to adjust. In the case of guerilla and terrorist 
organizations, the transition to decentraliz-
ing forces while the firepower is trained on 
the concentration of targets, and the limited 
use of mechanized systems for command 
and control, all serve to intensify the prob-

lem of using firepower to decide 
the outcome.

In the Second Lebanon War, 
there were quality targets to at-
tack. The IDF’s publicized suc-
cess in neutralizing the long 
range launchers offers proof 
of this. The operational lack of 

ground maneuver during the war meant that 
most of the attacks on short range surface-
to-surface rockets occurred after launchers 
were already put to use. Ground maneuvers 
in tandem with operating firepower would 
have exposed some of the launchers, caused 
movement on the part of Hizbollah fighters 
and their commanders, and created many 
quality targets for attacks on short range 
rockets. The efforts against short range rock-
ets failed because of the decision to forego 
the basic elements of ground maneuvers: 
rapid movement, direct supporting fire, and 
tactical ruses and stratagems.

Anti-Tank Fire and Ground 
Maneuvers
There is a tendency to attribute operational 
capability to anti-tank missiles that prevent 
the ability to maneuver. This is a mistake. 
The advantage of anti-tank missiles lies in 
the ease of their operation and in the fact 
that it is possible to arm thousands of in-
fantrymen with them. The anti-tank missile 
is not new on the IDF battlefield. It made 
its appearance before the Yom Kippur War, 
and its use then and in wars since has cre-

ated a counterbalance to tank operation. In 
the early years, techniques to operate tanks 
in combination with the infantry and artil-
lery were developed to combat the anti-tank 
missiles. Similar to the development of the 
operational response of air forces to surface-
to-air missiles, the response to the anti-tank 
missile too consists of many components 
that create operational conditions for acting 
and maneuvering even in an anti-tank mis-
sile environment.

The threat of the anti-tank missile limits 
maneuver in modern warfare but does not 
erase it. Developing an operational anti-tank 
missile response to the extent that is recog-
nized today as essential is not a problem only 
of the armored corps but also of the entire ar-
ray of ground forces. The existing response to 
this threat is partial and in many ways lack-
ing, because the attempt to counter the threat 
is passive, i.e., through strengthening tank 
armor, rather than through a comprehensive 
and systemic effort to respond to the threat 
that would combine attack and defense. Bet-
ter armor is important, but it is only a part of 
the solution, and given the current anti-tank 
missile threat, it is necessary to shift the em-
phasis to creating an operational response to 
attack the range of components of anti-tank 
missile ability. Such an approach would ul-
timately create a comprehensive operational 
capability that would overcome the maneu-
vering limitations imposed by the anti-tank 
missile threat.4

The experience of air forces around the 
world in coping with surface-to-air missiles 
is an example of a successful effort to han-
dle a problem. Dealing with the range of the 
capability’s components through the use of 
parallel efforts, i.e., technological develop-
ment and the development of ways of think-
ing and doctrines of warfare, led to effective 

Firepower can assist 
but not replace ground 

maneuver, because 
firepower alone cannot 

throw the enemy off 
balance.
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solutions in using airpower against exten-
sive surface-to-air threats. Of particular im-
portance was the approach of dealing with 
the scope of the problem’s components, as 
well as the understanding that it is necessary 
to create operational situations in which it is 
possible to use airpower.

Today, the response to the anti-tank mis-
sile, albeit partial, is available, on condition 
that the approach to identifying the opera-
tional response to the threat changes. All 
the components exist, their integration can 
be effected, and already today it is possible 
to improve significantly armies’ ability to 
maneuver in areas saturated with anti-tank 
fire. What is needed is a conceptual change 
that will be expressed as acting against the 
entire range of threat components, alongside 
accelerated development of fortified armor. 
Such a change will lead to operational plan-
ning that will decrease the anti-tank missile 
threat to a large extent, and the limitation on 
ground maneuvering will be slashed.5

Statements such as “it is impossible to 
overcome the anti-tank missile problem” 
should raise a red flag. They lead to neglect 
of existing operational capabilities, and le-
gitimize an end to the development of a 
comprehensive operational response to the 
threat. Such a mindset is dangerous, be-
cause instead of developing an operational 
response using maneuvering capabilities, 
we try to find “something else” that might 
achieve the required operational outcome 
instead of ground maneuvering. A striking 
example was the ineffective ground maneu-
vering in the Second Lebanon War.

The Danger to Ground Maneuver 
as a Deciding Element
IDF ground maneuver during the Second 
Lebanon War was highly ineffective. The en-

counter between the maneuvering warfare 
of a regular army and a revolutionary type 
of war, in particular the Hizbollah version 
in which the principal threat was launching 
surface-to-surface rockets against civilian 
targets inside Israel, is an encounter that can 
very easily lead to the erosion of maneuver-
ing as the main factor in decision. Wearing 
down maneuvering capability is an effect of 
the incessant guerilla attacks on a large num-
ber of factors that create the maneuvering ca-
pability. The guerilla attacks are aimed at the 
weak links in this capability, which make the 
maneuvering forces vulnerable. Impeding 
maneuvering frequently by use of anti-tank 
ambushes and explosive charges at unavoid-
able crossings, in areas that present topo-
graphical difficulties (the mountainous areas 
of Lebanon, for example), damaging logis-
tical ability by attacking logistical convoys 
with small forces – all of these and similar 
efforts are liable to slow down and affect the 
continuity of the fighting and, in particular, 
the determination of the maneuvering force. 
This in fact is the purpose of guerilla warfare: 
to sap the strength of the dominant power 
over time. A large number of operations in 
any place at any time, by 
day or by night, wear down 
the ability to maneuver. To a 
large extent, that is what hap-
pened to the Soviet forces in 
Afghanistan in the 1980s.

What can be considered a 
victory against guerilla and 
terrorist forces, and can it 
be attained? What is the sig-
nificance of a victory against 
guerilla and terrorist forces? 
The great advantage of guerilla and terrorist 
forces is their ability to regroup after defeats, 
except for cases in which the military and 

The saying coined at 
the Central Command 
“terrorism must be fought 
with an M16 and not an 
F16” is a proven directive 
that for some reason never 
made it to the Northern 
Command when it was 
trying to stop Katyusha fire.
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political leadership is eradicated, a situa-
tion that causes the ideological energy to flag 
and die down. This is a function of the inner 
strength that guerilla and terrorist organiza-
tions have to rehabilitate themselves and to 
continue their struggle at another time and 
in another place. Therefore, reference to vic-
tory is restricted here to time and place. For 

the purposes of the dis-
cussion below on a vic-
tory in the conflict, Hiz-
bollah is the defined en-
emy in a defined time.6	
Guerilla and terrorist 
forces can be defeated 
in a conflict that is lim-
ited in time and space 
using an approach of 
ground maneuvering. 
It can be via the classic 

giant maneuver, familiar from wars between 
large regular armies, or maneuvers of the 
sort underway in Judea and Samaria since 
Operation Defensive Shield, which consist 
of a series of tactical maneuvers occurring 
in tandem on different fronts. During 2003-
2005, the IDF started to operate in Judea and 
Samaria using moves of continuous and un-
ceasing maneuvering whose principles lead 
the fight against terrorists to this day. Move-
ment and firepower are expressed in continu-
ous, unceasing operations, the essence being 
striving for direct confrontation with the en-
emy. In this context, the following saying has 
been coined at the Central Command: “Ter-
rorism must be fought with an M16 and not 
an F16.” This is a proven directive that for 
some reason never made it to the Northern 
Command when it was trying to stop Katyu-
sha fire coming into its zone.

It is ground maneuver that allows direct 
contact with the guerillas. Before the direct 

confrontation, preparing the battle scene 
through various means is intended to create 
optimal operational conditions, in terms of 
intelligence, firepower, and so on, in order 
to puncture the guerillas’ staying power and 
make the direct encounter as smooth possible. 
This, in turn, allows effective maneuvering 
on the ground that will achieve its objectives 
with a minimum of casualties and with mini-
mum damage to weaponry and equipment, 
maneuvering that in the end can be used to 
achieve strategic gains. Unsuccessful maneu-
vering in Lebanon, which did not bring to 
the fore IDF existing capabilities, affected the 
strategic situation in southern Lebanon. Had 
the maneuvering been successful from a tac-
tical perspective, Hizbollah’s regrouping in 
terms of fighters, weapons and equipment, 
and especially in determination would have 
taken longer.

History proves that it is impossible to 
crush the spirit of a people that generates the 
guerilla fighting force. However, it is possi-
ble, and imperative, to inflict grave damage 
on the guerillas’ physical ability, i.e., on their 
fighters, weapons, equipment, and ability 
to control their sphere of operations. Doing 
so will make it possible to act in other di-
mensions, over an extended period of time, 
without the threat of fire from the guerillas. 
The longer this strategic time frame lasts, the 
better. This is similar to Ben-Gurion’s basic 
approach to determining the outcome vis-à-
vis the Arabs, an approach that supported 
winning every round and postponing the 
next confrontation. In such a manner, it will 
be possible, over time, to arrive at a strate-
gic/political/other arrangement in which 
all sides will emerge victorious from the 
conflict. Only ground maneuvering allows 
for ensnaring the guerilla fighters. Although 
not the only component in achieving victory 

An operational response to 
surface-to-surface rockets, based 

on a war of attrition that uses 
only firepower, is a mistake. 

Whoever fights this way out of a 
desire to gain a victory without 
suffering losses does not in fact 

gain a victory, and in the end 
pays for it with more casualties.
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against the guerillas, it is indispensable,.
The biggest mistake in the Second Leba-

non War was the transition to an extended 
war of attrition against the guerillas and ter-
rorists through counter fire out of a desire to 
avoid casualties. In other words, an opera-
tional response to surface-to-surface rockets, 
based on a war of attrition that uses only fire-
power, is a mistake. Whoever fights this way 
out of a desire to gain a victory without suf-
fering losses does not in fact gain a victory, 
and pays for it in the end with more casual-
ties. To be sure, ground maneuver always in-
curs the cost of casualties, but if it is effected 
properly, it is possible to achieve a decisive 
outcome with a minimum of losses.

The principle of maneuver against gueril-
la and terrorist forces cannot depend on ad-
ministrative control on the scene, but entails 
deep, constant, and extended intelligence 
control within it. This situation allows for 
maneuvering, carrying out detentions, and 
eliminations of terrorist nests. Repeated ac-
tions of this sort finally move the terrorists 
farther away from the population, create de-
terrence, and achieve solid operational gains, 
as in Judea and Samaria over the past three 
years.

Effective ground maneuver is maneu-
vering with defined objectives and creating 
ongoing punishment of the enemy, which 
results in deterrence. The aim of the maneu-
vering can be a decisive outcome or it can be 
punitive, i.e., achieving a defined operational 
result, limited in time and space, and creating 
deterrence. Therefore, the IDF must be ready 
and prepared to maneuver on the ground at 
any time, and the political echelon must be 
prepared to approve repeated actions until 
the desired strategic result – punishment and 
deterrence – is achieved.

In an article dealing with IDF fighting 

in the Gaza Strip,7 Major General (ret.) Prof. 
Isaac Ben-Israel claims that because technolo-
gy cannot provide a response to the Qassams 
fired at settlements in the Negev, Israel has 
no choice but to use its might and maneuver 
into the Gaza Strip in order to create deter-
rence over time. That is to say, even when 
fighting guerilla and terrorist forces, move-
ment and firepower, and especially the ele-
ment of movement in its broader meaning, 
are critical. The desire of guerilla and terror-
ist forces to drag Israel into an extended war, 
based on attrition via firepower, is a grave 
danger that might lead to a loss of will to 
maneuver and to a never-ending search for a 
way to fight back.

Conclusion: Combining Maneuver 
with Firepower
In conventional wars, technology that allows 
counterattacks at many targets created the 
expectation that it is possible to achieve simi-
lar results and to counterattack effectively 
also when the enemy consists of guerilla and 
terrorist forces.

Understanding maneuver as the central 
decisive factor of the IDF has been severely 
lessened, and therefore the process of cor-
rection will likely take a very long time. 
Nonetheless, it is an essential correction, as 
otherwise non-loss will become the concept 
that changed the nature of war in this era 
from a war of maneuver to a war of attrition. 
The IDF must adapt to effective operation 
of its forces as a maneuvering force against 
the guerillas. Hesitation in using combined 
forces with ground maneuvering efforts will 
undoubtedly lead to the success of guerilla 
warfare and terrorism.

In the Second Lebanon War, Hizbollah 
adopted an attack mode of battle combining 
defensive elements, its main attack effort be-
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ing – in tandem with defensive efforts aimed 
at the uneven, confused, and hesitant ma-
neuvering of the IDF – the unceasing firing 
of surface-to-surface rockets at Israel. The 
purpose of its tactical warfare was to enable 
the firing of rockets, while maximizing the 
damage to Israel’s forces and an attempt to 
take soldiers hostage. Hizbollah combined 
ground maneuvering with firepower togeth-
er with guerilla warfare by its ground arrays, 
in the fortifications, in the small towns, and 
in the “nature reserves.”

An IDF attack on Hizbollah with a heavy 
maneuvering mass against defined objec-

tives together with a series 
of raids deep into their 
forces, both of which are 
moved by the same goal of 
decision, would without a 
doubt have provided a clear 

operational direction in the Second Lebanon 
War. “Blocking and combing,” as a battle 
method the Soviets developed in 1985 in Af-
ghanistan, could have been effective against 
the “nature reserves” and Hizbollah towns. 
In any event, such a direction would have 
been a very effective maneuver against Hiz-
bollah and would have damaged the orga-
nization for a long time, and in particular its 
ability to regroup.

Israel’s strategy has not changed over its 
sixty years of existence. The strategy is de-
fensive while the tactics are aggressive. That 
is to say, if a war is forced on Israel, the re-
quired operational response is one of attack 
and decisive outcome. Through the IDF and 
the other security organizations, Israel must 
move the war into the territory of its enemy 
and aim for a decisive outcome as quickly as 
possible.

Until the 2006 war, maneuvering in gen-
eral and maneuvering on the ground in par-

ticular were a staple of the strategic essence 
of the IDF. The Second Lebanon War taught 
that the principle established by Ben-Gurion, 
in terms of moving the fighting to enemy ter-
ritory, stands the test of history. Moreover, 
until the 2006 war, moving the fighting to en-
emy territory using maneuvering of all types 
was what created Israel’s deterrent capabil-
ity. Aerial maneuver deters in the sense that 
Israel is capable of responding quickly and 
effectively against strategic threats.

The right combination is simple, tried, 
and familiar: the combination of maneuver-
ing and firepower in every dimension and 
at all levels. It bears remembering that there 
was not a single war in which the IDF was 
not required to move the fighting into the 
enemy’s zone. Therefore, ground maneu-
vering, as an element of decisive outcome, 
is critical for any definition of decisive out-
come. It is the basis for activating a military 
force in Israel’s strategic situation. Maneuver 
capability among modern armies, including 
the IDF, is a basic capability; the conditions 
for its success are the right mix of the array 
of forces allowing for joint and combined 
battles, with modern weapons and equip-
ment, skilled manpower trained in maneu-
vering, and regular drilling. All of these are 
supposed to rely on a whole operational con-
cept whose objective is a decisive outcome, 
on tactical doctrine of war, on effective and 
simple doctrines of command and control, 
and on command capabilities superior by 
far to that of the enemy. Potentially, the IDF 
has all of these capabilities, and in particular 
trained commanders and a tradition of inde-
pendent command. The IDF must maintain 
the range of these elements at a high level of 
operational fitness, over an unlimited period 
of time.

The conclusion is clear: in an encounter 

There was not a single war 
in which the IDF was not 

required to move the fighting 
into the enemy’s zone.
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between guerilla and terrorist forces and 
the IDF, the IDF cannot overlook the use of 
ground maneuvering inside enemy territory 
as the main element of a decisive outcome. 
Inter-branch and inter-organizational coop-
eration under the authority of a single com-
mander allows for effective ground maneu-
vering. Its presence will allow for a decisive 
outcome, and will prevent a “freeze” on the 
battlefield, the significance of which, given 
the Israel’s strategic conditions, represents 
a non-loss for the enemy, which in effect is 
a loss for Israel. Ground maneuvering is not 
enough to attain a victory, but it is an essen-
tial condition for it.

Notes
1	 This definition is based on the definitions of 

maneuvering of the IDF and the American 
armed forces as they appear in The Dictionary 
of IDF Terminology, 1998, and the pamphlet FM 
100-5, 1993.

2	 Effective maneuvering in conventional war-
fare and particularly in a war against guerilla 
forces and terrorism consists of the consolida-
tion of military forces and various security 
organizations active in operative contexts at 
the tactical and operative echelons, and at 
the military and civilian-security strategic 
level. The purpose of this consolidation is to 
organize around a common goal and to work 
under a single authority. A consolidation of 
military and civilian-security organizations 
(intelligence, governmental/civilian adminis-
trative organizations in the conflict area, and 
so on) is a complex apparatus to construct, but 
it is vital in order to realize the goals of the 
maneuvering. It is essential to create a coher-
ent unit under the command of a single com-

mander. This is a direct result of the different 
organizational structures and cultures that 
are “a given complex of assumptions, values, 
beliefs and conventions that the members of 
the organization have in common”; see Isaac 
Samuel, Organizations (Tel Aviv: University of 
Haifa and Zmora-Bitan, 1996), p. 240. This is 
true also of military organizations comprising 
the consolidation discussed above (the air, the 
ground, and intelligence branches), and to a 
greater extent, it is true for the purpose of the 
inter-organizational cooperation between the 
armed forces and other security organizations 
that directly contribute to the maneuvering.  

3	 Gabriel Siboni, On Decision: Understanding of 
Action, published by the IDF Command and 
General Staff College/The Ministry of De-
fense, IDF.

4	 Developing a correct operational response to 
anti-tank missiles requires that the following 
components be dealt with: operational un-
derstanding and war doctrine, weaponry and 
equipment appropriate to such warfare, a suit-
able mix of forces for such warfare (preference 
for infantry), operational command capability, 
training and skilled manpower for fighting in 
areas with massive anti-tank fire.

5	 At the level of operational planning, the sig-
nificance of creating operational conditions 
for warfare in an area saturated with anti-tank 
missile fire lies in dealing with all the compo-
nents of the threat on the front and deep into 
the war zone at any relevant time, before ma-
neuvering, during maneuvering, and at the 
stage of taking advantage of the victory.

6	 A series of victories over time will make pos-
sible an overall victory in the conflict; how-
ever, a strategic approach requires countries to 
adopt a strategy of long term struggle if they 
want to attain a victory in this type of conflict.

7	 Prof. Isaac Ben-Israel, “Strategy Versus Tac-
tics,” Ynet, September 9, 2007.
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In the decades following the establishment 
of the state, reservists were staunchly 
supported by society. Employers accom-

modated employee absences, universities 
showed understanding toward students 
missing classes because of reserve duty, and 
people wearing uniforms were a common 
sight on the streets of Israel. The Israeli re-
serve soldier even gave rise to an entire genre 
of folklore2 that was positive and full of hu-
mor, encouragement, and self-criticism.

The reality, however, has changed, and 
the situation assumed new and problem-
atic dimensions with the Second Lebanon 
War. Over the last two decades the IDF and 
reserve forces have undergone a substantial 
process – from the army of the people with 
obligatory reserve duty to a small semi-vol-

untary reserve military force. Today, anyone 
who wants to serve may do so, while those 
who don’t can evade service without too 
much trouble. People who do reserve duty 
have to contend with materialistic and hedo-
nistic tendencies in society that make it hard 
to combine service with making a living. The 
flag of reserve military duty has become a 
banner of naivete and at times even an ob-
stacle to employment.

A cursory analysis can highlight a num-
ber of factors that brought about this dramat-
ic change, some of which are related to the 
modernization of philosophical underpin-
nings of Israeli society, while others are con-
nected to the evolution of Western military 
thinking. Certainly, however, serious study 
of the subject of reserve duty and its socio-
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national impact, in all its various aspects, 
lies beyond the scope of a single article. The 
historical aspects relating to operation of the 
reserve forces in the past; economic consider-
ations connected to allocation of the budget 
outside the defense establishment and with-
in the IDF itself; and social aspects relating 
to division of the burden and due reward for 
reservists are all important dimensions that 
merit sensitive examination.

This essay focuses on the processes relat-
ing to the reserves that have occurred within 
the IDF and the results of these processes, 
from 2000 through the period leading up 
to the Second Lebanon War. Finally, though 
without the benefit of major chronological 
perspective, the essay points to the signifi-
cant changes that have taken place – and are 
still underway – within the IDF with regard 
to the reserve force since the war.

The Process of Change
There is a fundamental link between think-
ing in the IDF in recent years and changes 
that have occurred in relation to the reserve 
force. The initial signs of the process began 
with the withdrawal of the IDF from Leba-
non to the security zone. Yitzhak Rabin, then 
Minister of Defense, took a crucial decision 
to reduce the length of reserve duty in order 
to support technological development, based 
on the idea that the chances of a major war 
had declined.3 In the following years these 
initial signs became stated policy, as the IDF 
adjusted its appearance while defining its 
vision according to the model of “a smaller 
and smarter army.”4 The security challenges 
facing Israel, the development of a low in-
tensity conflict with the Palestinians, and 
finally, the reduction of the military budget 
were the critical factors that led to a change 
of approach.

In the twenty-first century the IDF pro-
moted the emphasis on standoff warfare, and 
its main focus shifted to firepower and low 
profile activity (small units), in accordance 
with the challenges it faced in Judea and Sa-
maria and Gaza in those years. In practice, 
this led to concentrating on indispensable 
elements in the standing army and moving 
away from the mass capabilities of maneu-
vering efforts. Reservists were no longer im-
portant as a strategic resource, and they were 
viewed according-
ly. The IDF, under 
threat of budget 
cuts, decided not to 
allow the standing 
army forces to train 
as long as reservists 
were not called up. 
The reservist tank 
divisions (using 
M60 tanks) were dissolved and dispersed 
as dummy targets for firing ranges, a large 
number of reservists were discharged, and 
general preparedness was neglected.

Between 1990 and 2004 the length of an-
nual reserve duty was cut by 75 percent, 
from ten million days a year to two and a half 
million days in 2004. Routine security tasks 
were transferred to standing units, and train-
ing exercises were stopped almost entirely.5 
The major exception of these years was 2002. 
The ready use of reservists in Operation De-
fensive Shield (April 2002) led to a sharp in-
crease in investment in training in that year, 
and to a focused change in awareness. Yet 
the result of that unscheduled investment in 
the campaign and its ramifications (despite 
its clear success) was a decision in 2003 to 
stop all training of reservists.6 Finally, in 2005 
the new reserve military service bill, which 
proposed limiting service to fourteen days a 

The rationale was: since “the next 
war” is not “supposed” to involve the 
large scale use of reservists, and as 
reservists can “always” be trained if a 
significant war breaks out, training of 
reservists disappeared from the IDF’s 
multi-year training programs.
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year, passed its first parliamentary reading 
and the discharge age was lowered to forty.7 
Overall, the general trend in the IDF up to 
the Second Lebanon War was a reduction in 
the size of the combat forces and an ongoing 
examination of the possibility of lowering 
the discharge age and exempting civilians 
from reserve duty.8 

So as to avoid losing all of the manpower, 
the meager usage of reservists notwithstand-
ing, the IDF decided that reservists would be 
viewed as a reserve pool and if the need arose 
for such reserve forces, they would be mo-
bilized, equipped with equipment stored in 
emergency storage facilities, trained quickly, 
and dispatched to the battlefield.9 On July 12, 
2006 the Second Lebanon War broke out and 
it was decided to call up three divisions of 
reservists. The reservists arrived on the bat-
tlefield after a long period without training, 
without suitable equipment, and with very 
little knowledge of the missions and capa-
bilities.

The Post-War Awakening
Following the war there were waves of criti-
cism from reservists who served in Lebanon 

and experienced the 
results of the neglect. 
The IDF, under Chief 
of Staff Dan Halutz, 
picked up the gaunt-
let and conducted a 
thorough examina-
tion of the system, 

even before the Winograd Commission’s re-
port. The findings of the internal investiga-
tion committees were adopted by Halutz’s 
successor, Lt. Gen. Gabi Ashkenazi, and their 
implementation within the army can be seen 
in the drastic change that has occurred in the 
last year with regard to reserve forces:

Training and Drill
The reserve forces, especially those involved 
in maneuvers (armored corps and artillery) 
were detached from their particular field of 
warfare for many years. Operational activ-
ity in the territories required only specific 
abilities. For example, tank personnel en-
gaged in arrests instead of conducting tank 
maneuvers, and infantry personnel were as-
signed to checkpoints and fighting in urban 
areas in small fighting teams, instead of clas-
sic warfare practice, such as advancing and 
taking positions as part of regimental and 
divisional warfare. The rationale was as fol-
lows: since “the next war” is not “supposed” 
to involve the large scale use of reservists, 
and as reservists can “always” be trained if a 
significant war breaks out, training of reserv-
ists disappeared from the IDF’s multi-year 
training programs. The only training that oc-
curred was preparation for specific missions. 
In other words, no classic warfare needs were 
addressed.

After the war, towards the end of 2006, 
the IDF devised a systematic training pro-
gram for all reserve forces. After many years 
of inactivity the reserve forces began to focus 
on the armored corps conducting training 
with live fire. In 2007 most of the land based 
divisions carried out full exercises, including 
closing gaps in warfare procedure and basics. 
The IDF is thus undergoing a process of es-
tablishing and training all combat forces and 
combat support forces and, more important, 
today there is outside civilian and political 
control of maintaining preparedness of the 
reserve forces.

Equipment and Means
During the Second Lebanon War reserv-
ists were forced to fight with inadequate 
equipment. The emergency stockrooms, 

The reservists arrived on the 
Lebanon battlefield after a long 

period without training, without 
suitable equipment, and with very 

little knowledge of the missions 
and capabilities.
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which were supposed to contain the neces-
sary equipment, were not well maintained, 
and the equipment there was outdated, with 
some not even suitable for combat. A neutral 
observer of the Second Lebanon War would 
have noticed two armies: one a standing 
army, well equipped and armed, and the 
other, a poorly financed reserve force with 
inadequate equipment and means of protec-
tion.

In 2007, the IDF began to implement the 
“Eshed HaNehalim” (Stream Rapids) plan, 
equipping reserve soldiers with full equip-
ment, correcting the situation of reservists 
who are meant to fight side by side with reg-
ular army soldiers.

The first line of soldiers facing the threat 
from the north has already been fully 
equipped and, by the end of 2010, all the re-
serve combat units are to receive new equip-
ment, which will be stored in emergency 
storage facilities. The multiyear program will 
cost NIS 2 billion.10 According to the guide-
lines set out by Chief of Staff Ashkenazi, ev-

ery reservist will check his unit’s emergency 
storerooms once a year and ensure that the 
equipment is suitable and is ready for use.

Command and Control
Like the standing army, training of the reserve 
force has also been neglected in recent years. 
However, in contrast with the regular army, 
which has been engaged in ongoing opera-
tional activities, on the eve of the war some 
reservists were in 
the absurd situa-
tion whereby offi-
cers knew their sol-
diers only through 
printed lists. Ac-
cording to a report 
by the state comp-
troller released in 
November 2007, 
39 percent of the company commanders 
had not carried out any training. In addi-
tion, between 2001 and 2007 a large number 
of the reserve division commanders had not 

2000 2003 2008

The Second Lebanon War proved 
that the old default option – combat 
manpower can be maintained 
without routine maintenance on a 
regular basis, and can be properly 
used as needed after a short 
refresher – was unfounded.
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undertaken advanced professional training 
courses and were commanders for less than 
24 months – “a very short time for this posi-
tion,” said the state comptroller.11 Despite the 
great difficulty in training reservists for com-

mand tasks, in 2007 
the IDF conducted 
a series of training 
exercises for reserv-
ists and divisional 
commanders. Serv-
ing commanders 
and officers desig-

nated for commanding positions were sent 
to the officers training school for two to three 
months. The IDF integrated the trainees in 
military preparations on the Golan Heights, 
in addition to routine exercises of all the re-
serve forces under their command.

Conclusion
The Second Lebanon War led to a reexami-
nation of the importance of reserve forces in 
Israel. The old default option – that combat 
manpower can be maintained without rou-
tine maintenance on a regular basis, and can 
be properly used as needed after a short re-
fresher – was proved by the war to be un-
founded.

Following the 
conclusions drawn 
by internal and ex-
ternal investigate 
committees, the 
IDF made changes 
and adjustments to 

its operational approach. As a result, it was 
decided to increase maneuvering efforts and 
to reinforce the reserve force. Under the lead-
ership of Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi, the 
IDF has restored its faith in the reserves as a 
provider of strategic and decisive depth on 

the battlefield. This entailed restoring the re-
serve forces to full readiness, including train-
ing, equipment, and appropriate command.

As of now, the current trend is receiving 
support from the political leadership and 
public opinion in Israel, although the test of 
time will show if this is a genuine strategic 
change. This process will also affect the na-
tional level: renewed investment of resourc-
es in reserve forces will further accentuate 
the discrepancy between those who do re-
serve duty and those who don’t.12 Although 
there has been an increase in the response to 
reserve duty, most of the country’s citizens 
still do not carry out active service. In ad-
dition, the Reserve Service Law, which was 
designed to correct historical distortions and 
to reward the minority who carry out active 
service, is still mired in the bureaucratic pro-
cesses, principally due to the financial cost. 
The ultimate restoring of the reserve service 
system to the military machine mainly de-
pends on the future positions of the Israeli 
government, society, and economy towards 
the last of the idealists who make economic 
growth possible. 
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One of the most interesting aspects of 
the US National Intelligence Esti-
mate (NIE) on Iran’s nuclear inten-

tions and capabilities, released on December 
3, 2007, is that for all the fanfare, it hasn’t 
changed anyone’s mind regarding the seri-
ousness of the threat – at least among those 
knowledgeable about the issue. Among the 
five permanent members of the UN Security 
Council and Germany, the tendencies and 
positions of the weeks before the NIE are ba-
sically the same as in the weeks following its 
release: those who viewed Iran with concern 
continue to do so, and the same is true for 
those less concerned. Among the Arab Gulf 
states and in Egypt, attempts in recent weeks 
to adopt a somewhat more conciliatory po-
sition toward Iran should not be misunder-
stood as indicating a changed position on 
the seriousness of the threat. On the contrary, 
these moves – including the Saudi invita-
tion to Ahmadinejad to take part in the Hajj 
– are more likely a reflection of their fear that 
international pressure on Iran may now let 
up, leaving them even more vulnerable to an 
increasingly powerful presence in their re-
gional arena, than any sense that the danger 
of a nuclear Iran has passed in light of the 
new assessment.

Still, there is no doubt that the report has 
had an impact on international efforts to con-
front Iran’s nuclear ambitions, and has com-

plicated the coordinated and determined ac-
tion necessary to confront Iran. This is because 
following its release, headlines in the media 
– which heralded variations on the common 
mantra that “Iran stopped its nuclear weap-
ons drive in 2003” – gave a boost to those in-
terested in playing down the threat over the 

The Impact of the NIE:
Assessing International Reactions

Emily B. Landau

Dr. Emily B. Landau, 
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associate at INSS

In early December 2007, the US Na-
tional Intelligence Council published a 
new assessment regarding Iran’s nucle-
ar intentions and capabilities. The re-
port, a non-classified version of a more 
detailed and classified text, states that 
in the fall of 2003 Iran halted its covert 
nuclear weapons program, and there is 
no evidence that the program has since 
been restarted. The report, which raised 
sharp questions as to the timing of its re-
lease and its contents, sent shockwaves 
across the international community.

Dr. Emily Landau, head of the INSS 
Arms Control and Regional Security 
Program, and Dr. Ephraim Asculai, a 
senior research associate at INSS, ex-
amine the National Intelligence Esti-
mate from two different vantage points, 
the international reaction to the report 
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The Implications of the National 
Intelligence Estimate

Ephraim Asculai

It is uncertain why the National Intel-
ligence Estimate (NIE) was worded the 
way it was and why it was publicized at 

this time. In any case, the unclassified ver-
sion of the November 2007 US National Intel-
ligence Estimate caused what could almost 
be termed an uproar, since it both came at an 
unexpected time and implied a situation that 

seemingly contradicted the official US stance 
on the issue of Iran’s nuclear project. 

The NIE is a document laden with prob-
abilities and confidence levels, and edited in 
a way that leaves much to the interpretation 
of the reader. To some readers it brought joy, 
to others – dismay. Most possible future situ-
ations are explicitly or implicitly included 
in the document. The authors used prob-
abilities and confidence levels extensively to 
describe these situations, and left the readers 
the choice of the half-full or the half-empty 
glass. The following essay distills the main 
and essentially undisputed facts from the 
NIE, and then, together with some additional 
data, evaluates their meaning – specifically, 
how they may affect future actions aimed at 
stopping Iranian progress towards achieving 
a military nuclear capability.

The main points of the NIE are:
§	 Iranian military entities were develop-

ing nuclear weapons in a separate, concealed 
program until this work was halted in 2003, 
and there is no information that it has restart-
ed since. The suspension was probably the 
result of international pressure, indicative of 
a cost-benefit approach to the issue of nucle-
ar weapons production. Only an Iranian po-
litical decision could mandate abandoning 
nuclear weapons, and this decision is revers-
ible.

and the significance of the estimate it-
self. Their conclusions are mixed: on the 
one hand, those familiar with the issue 
did not change their positions as a re-
sult of the report. On the other hand, it 
appears that Iran is determined to attain 
a nuclear military capability, while the 
US administration has perforce been re-
lieved of taking a difficult decision on 
the matter.

Dr. Ephraim Asculai, 
senior research 
associate at INSSCont. on p. 46
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past few years, first and foremost Russia and 
China. Their case was enhanced by the fact 
that while the Iranian threat was still regard-
ed as serious, the sense of urgency associated 
with it among many was lowered. Moreover, 
support for these two states’ positions came 
from a totally unexpected direction: the US 
itself. It appeared that the US administration 
was contradicted directly by its own intelli-
gence services, and Ahmadinejad celebrated 
the moment – with his joy compounded by 
Bush’s apparent embarrassment.  

But if one takes the time to actually read 
the two and a half pages of “Key Judgments” 
that comprise the main content of the unclas-
sified version of the estimate, one finds that 
what is relayed there by no means supports 
the simplistic messages put forth in its name. 
Although plagued by unanswered questions 
and some laconic and confusing formula-
tions, enough disturbing content is included 
in the NIE to warrant continued international 
concern and increased pressure on Iran.

First of all, according to the report, until 
the fall of 2003 Iranian military entities were 
working “under government direction” to 
develop nuclear weapons. This is the first 
time that confirmation has been provided 
that up to such a late stage Iran was acting 
in blatant and dangerous defiance of its NPT 
obligations. The fact that Iran was directly 
and covertly working to develop nuclear 
weapons is probably the most severe mes-
sage of the report. 

The second issue of concern is that the 
report states clearly that when referring to 
Iran’s nuclear weapons program that was 
stopped in 2003 it does not include Iran’s 
work at Natanz on uranium enrichment (in 
direct defiance of three UN Security Council 

resolutions). Moreover, it explicitly notes the 
potential dangers of this “civilian” activity: it 
is highlighted as one example of the “range 
of technical capabilities” that Iranian entities 
are continuing to develop that “could be ap-
plied to producing nuclear weapons, if a de-
cision is made to do so.” 

Finally, the report provides no indication 
of a change in Iran’s basic motivation to de-
velop nuclear weapons. On the contrary: the 
report states with “moderate confidence” that 
“convincing the Iranian leadership to forego 
the eventual development of nuclear weap-
ons will be difficult given the linkage many 
within the leadership see between nuclear 
weapons development and Iran’s key na-
tional security and foreign policy objectives, 
and given Iran’s considerable effort from at 
least the late 1980s to 2003 to develop such 
weapons.” In other words, the halt in activity 
was tactical in nature. While the report notes 
only that the suspension of activity was in re-
sponse to international pressure at the time, 
it was probably in response to US military ac-
tion in Afghanistan and Iraq, and Iran’s fears 
that it was next in line for attack. The Iranian 
cost/benefit calculation at the time was most 
likely that it made good sense to halt activity 
that, if discovered, would provide the much 
sought-after smoking gun, and would then 
be used to justify a military attack.

Furthermore, most serious analyses of the 
new NIE recognize not only that the content 
of the report itself does not justify compla-
cency with regard to Iran, but that other trou-
bling issues – such as Iran’s ballistic missile 
program – were not included in the report 
and continue to foster deep concern. 

What are the implications of the report 
for international action in confronting Iran? 
The fact that the current NIE projects less cer-
tainty than the 2005 estimate as far as Iran’s 

International Reactions – cont.
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immediate drive to achieve nuclear weapons 
relegates the US military option against Iran 
even further back on the back burner. How-
ever, such action was not in any case immi-
nent before the NIE. The report likely lowers 
the prospect of Israeli military action as well, 
although some argue that with Israel sensing 
a less determined international community, 
it will be more impelled to take matters into 
its own hands. Still, it is difficult to see how 
this can be done without coordination with 
the US; as such, the US decision does have 
implications for Israel.

As for sanctions, it is not clear that the 
NIE will have much independent impact: 
the dilemmas are the same as they were be-
fore the report was released, with the US and 
European states poised for action and Rus-
sia and China dragging their feet. A decision 
on sanctions should have been taken back in 
May 2007, and the dynamics of delay over 
the past eight months speak for themselves. 
On the eve of the report, there was news of 
a breakthrough with China in terms of its 
support for a third round, and in this sense 
the US lost some momentum; however, ac-
cording to reports from late January there 
is a good chance that a third round will be 
decided on soon. Following the NIE Russia 
decided to begin the transfer of fuel to Bush-
ehr, clarifying that this will be done under 
full supervision and with the provision that 
spent fuel will be returned to Russia. In re-
sponse, Bush said he supported the deliver-
ies but stressed that they showed that Iran 
had no legitimate need to enrich uranium at 
home, a message that has more recently been 
echoed by Russia itself. 

Another important question has to do 
with prospects of direct US-Iranian dialogue 
on the nuclear issue. There is perhaps more 
chance of this happening today than before 

the report, and not only because the US mili-
tary option has receded to the background. 
The more intriguing dynamic regards Iran, 
and the sense that it is more interested than 
in the past in talking to the US. This message 
was conveyed in a back-handed manner by 
Ahmadinejad himself, but is also reflected 
by some of the internal criticism leveled at 
him after the report was released.1 In early 
January, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei said 
that while the time was not yet ripe, Iran has 
never said that relations with the US should 
be suspended indefinitely.2 Obviously, not all 
Iranians were fooled by the initial headlines 
“exonerating” Iran in the nuclear realm, and 
they recognize that many in the world are 
still interested in maintaining and even in-
creasing the pressure. If the situation reaches 
the point where Iran demonstrates an in-
terest in talking in order to actually strike a 
deal, rather than to pass the time, there will 
be much to discuss between the two states.  

Notes
1	 For Ahmadinejad’s statement see “Iran-US 

Problems Not to be Solved Through Signals,” 
Fars News Agency, December 12, 2007: the 
Iranian president said that if the US takes one 
or two more steps similar to the NIE, the way 
would be open for resumed interaction be-
tween the two sides.

	    Criticism of Ahmadinejad came in the wake 
of his optimism following the NIE. Has-
san Rowhani ridiculed the government and 
claimed that Iran’s international situation was 
unfavorable. Former foreign minister Kharra-
zi said Iran had to brace for a third Security 
Council resolution after the NIE (AFP, Tehran, 
December 11, 2007). In a speech to students, 
Mohammad Khatami also said Iran’s inter-
national standing was not good and that the 
country should not welcome threats, referring 
to the decisions on sanctions (New York Times, 
December 12, 2007).

2	 BBC News, January 3, 2008.
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§	 Iran has the scientific, technological, 
and industrial capacity to produce nuclear 
weapons if it eventually decides to do so.
§	 The declared “civil” nuclear program 

for the production of reactor-grade low en-
riched uranium (LEU) is not included in the 
NIE’s definition of Iran’s “nuclear weapons 
program.” However, Iran resumed its de-
clared “civil” uranium enrichment activities 
in January 2006. Iran made significant prog-
ress in 2007, installing and running enrich-
ment centrifuges in Natanz, but it still fac-
es significant technical problems operating 
them. Iran would be technically capable of 
producing enough highly enriched uranium 
(HEU) from its LEU for a weapon during the 
2010-2015 period, i.e., beginning some two 
years from the publication of the NIE.
§	 Iranian entities are continuing to de-

velop a range of technical capabilities that 
could be applied to producing nuclear weap-
ons if a decision is made to do so.
§	 Iran would probably use covert facili-

ties, rather than its declared nuclear sites, for 
the production of HEU for a weapon.

The wording and presentation of the NIE 
led many to read and assimilate only the 
facts presented in the first item above. The 
rest was practically ignored. However, a dis-
cussion of the Iranian situation would be in-
complete without taking into account other 
available information, especially what has 
been presented by the IAEA in its periodic 
reports. Thus, the situation can be generally 
described in the following:
§	 In spite of the fact that the military 

program was halted, the potential of using 
enriched uranium from the civil program for 
military purposes is a serious possibility, and 
any future prediction should take this into 
account.

§	 Therefore, the potential of Iran to pro-
duce HEU (in spite of uranium enrichment 
being a declared civil program) and subse-
quently nuclear weapons is the threat that 
has to be countered. The UN Security Coun-
cil realized this, demanding the suspension 
of the Iranian enrichment program and im-
posing sanctions when Iran did not comply. 
By November 2007 the twice-imposed sanc-
tions were still ineffective in persuading Iran 
to suspend its enrichment program.
§	 The estimate of 2010 (the beginning of 

the NIE 2010-2015 period) as the earliest real-
istic target date is based on the extrapolation 
of the present state of affairs at the Iranian 
enrichment plant. It must be noted, howev-
er that: a) Iran is capable of overcoming its 
present apparent problems; and b) Iran will 
probably extend its enrichment capabilities 
inside this time frame. Having said that, it 
is immaterial for the determination of the 
larger picture if the target date is somewhat 
shorter. Yet looking at later target dates is 
similarly inadvisable if one looks at the issue 
of a nuclear Iran as a threat and not as an ex-
ercise in prediction. 
§	 Iran is quite adept at the concealment 

of facilities and activities, and the determi-
nation of their non-existence has limited 
credibility. Thus one can never be sure if 
the 2003 halt was absolute or temporary, if 
it was comprehensive or partial, and if the 
activities were stopped or merely transferred 
elsewhere and renewed, perhaps at a lat-
er date. This possibility is supported by the 
NIE statement recognizing that Iran would 
probably use covert facilities for conversion 
of LEU to HEU.
§	 It is a common understanding that 

the weaponization part of an HEU nuclear 
weapons development project is much short-
er than the fissile material production part. 

Implications of the NIE – cont.
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Therefore, it is not certain that the halt to that 
part has an influence over the project’s total 
time frame.

This review indicates that the situation is 
potentially as dangerous as before, with the 
time frame having some but not much un-
certainty in it, depending mainly on Iranian 
policies and decisions. The NIE suggests that 
the extended time frame leaves the road open 
for a renewed effort. This effort must go on, 
irrespective of the time frame. 

Since the main past effort was concen-
trated in the Security Council, this channel 
should be taken up first. In particular, since 
the Security Council sanctions have not yet 
worked, the specific question of their effec-
tiveness and the issue of the effectiveness of 
international pressure should be discussed.

One of the “Key Judgments“ of the NIE 
is that the 2003 halt suggests that Iran is 
less determined to develop nuclear weap-
ons than was previously assessed, and that 
the halt was the result of international pres-
sure. The second part may well be true, and 
because inspections were getting too close 
for comfort, Iran tried to eradicate any clue 
to the military nuclear program, as demon-
strated in the complete destruction and re-
moval of all evidence of its activities at the 
Lavizan site. One cannot but assume that the 
halt was a tactical move. Iran’s intransigence 
on other nuclear matters is testament of that. 
It is also doubtful if this tactical move will 
have delayed the Iranian timetable by much, 
since the most time consuming activity in the 
development of nuclear weapons, uranium 
enrichment, is continuing unabated.

However, this does not mean that inter-
national pressure is ineffective. It could be 
effective if exerted forcefully enough and in 
a timely manner. In order to be effective, it 
must have wide support. To be of value, its 

components must hurt the Iranian authorities 
considerably and they must effectively limit 
Iranian nuclear activities. At the moment, the 
sanctions have little consequence. If they are 
strengthened considerably, they could have a 
significant effect on future Iranian activities 
and policies. In addition, international action 
must be timely. The procrastination of the Se-
curity Council in taking decisions is sending 
the wrong signals to Iran.

It is highly unfortunate that the NIE was 
written and presented in a way that many 
countries, especially those with considerable 
economic and energy ties with Iran, found 
in the report what they needed: the rationale 
for mitigating the efforts to curtail Iran’s po-
tential for obtaining a military nuclear capa-
bility. The most significant result, however, is 
that the NIE probably let the US government 
off the hook by deferring the issue of military 
action against Iran to a future administra-
tion. The buzzwords “diplomatic solution” 
have no future in them, unless accompanied 
by considerable “sticks.” Unfortunately, the 
powerful stick of the forceful International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspections 
program, which seems to have been effective 
in 2003, is considered by many to be non-ex-
istent now.

Another dire outcome of the report is that 
the IAEA declared itself vindicated by the Es-
timate. The director general of the IAEA stat-
ed that “the Agency has no concrete evidence 
of an ongoing nuclear weapons program 
or undeclared nuclear facilities in Iran.” He 
also believed “that this new assessment by 
the US should help to defuse the current cri-
sis.” Reading the Estimate carefully denotes 
that that it can do no such thing. Iran will 
proceed, if unhindered, until it has achieved 
its aim. If this is accomplished, the IAEA will 
have had no mean part in this chapter.

The NIE 
probably let the 
US government 
off the hook by 
deferring the 
issue of military 
action against 
Iran to a future 
administration.
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During the past two years, senior 
American bureaucrats have been 
shuttling around Europe’s finan-

cial capitals in order to clarify to European 
banks and the large industrial corporations 
that their business activities in Iran are liable 
to cause them trouble with American finan-
cial institutions and to harm their activities 
in the United States. The American pressure 
has led more than forty banks – mostly Eu-
ropean – to sever or limit their contacts with 

Iran, and therefore the exporters and the Eu-
ropean companies who have invested in Iran 
are running into problems in financing that 
in turn have dramatically raised the cost of 
doing business.1 However, despite the pres-
sure exerted by the United States on Euro-
pean companies and despite the negative im-
pact that international sanctions have on the 
Iranian business environment, the European 
Union remains Iran’s largest trade partner.

The National Intelligence Estimate on 

The Power of Petroeuros: 
The EU-3 vs. Iran

Nizan Feldman

In the course of the World Bank’s annual conference in 2006, a 
spokesperson for the Board of Governors of Commerzbank, one of 
the largest banks in Germany, declared that his bank had no intention 
of limiting its activities with Iran. The Board’s spokesperson explained 
emphatically that the suspicions regarding Iran and the nuclear ques-
tion were unfounded, and that therefore the bank saw no reason to 
sever its commercial ties with longstanding partners. US treasury sec-
retary Henry M. Paulson, Jr., who was the intended audience of those 
remarks, chose not to confront the bank’s representatives during the 
conference itself. Instead, he dispatched his under secretary Stuart 
Levey to a series of visits at the bank’s headquarters in Frankfurt. Some 
months after Levey’s last visit there, Commerzbank announced the 
severing of most of its contacts with Iranian firms.
	 The case of Commerzbank illustrates the process underlying a 
reduction in the volume of business of European companies with Iran. 
Lately, EU-3 leaders tend to note with satisfaction that over the past 
two years there has been a sharp decline in the scope of exports from 
the European Union to Iran. However, they know full well that the 
majority of this decline in trade is not the result of their own govern-
ments’ activities, but rather the result of United States pressure.
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Iran’s nuclear capabilities, published in De-
cember 2007, did not soften the declarations 
of EU-3 leaders regarding the need to inten-
sify the economic pressure on Iran. On the 
contrary, over the past weeks voices have 
risen within the European Union calling for 
examining the possibility of formulating Eu-
ropean sanctions against Iran independent 
of the Security Council. However, not all EU 
members, and certainly not all lobbies and 
interest groups  within the various countries, 
are prepared to deal with the financial loss-
es that would result from their scaling back 
their business relationships with Iran. Ac-
cording to them, sanctions derived outside 
of the Security Council would cause severe 
macroeconomic damage to the European na-
tions without harming Iran, which would 
find alternatives to European goods and in-
vestments in Russia and China.

This essay analyzes the nature and extent 
of the economic interdependence between 
Iran and the European Union, in order to ex-
amine the economic and political limitations 
that EU-3 leaders face as they investigate 
ways to formulate independent sanctions 
against Iran. While the interdependence in-
deed limits the scope of EU maneuvering, the 
EU can nonetheless take a series of steps that 
will cause Iran real damage without jeopar-
dizing the economic stability of EU nations.

Facts and Figures
Like most Iranian economic processes, the 
fluctuations in Iran’s business relationship 
with the EU are also closely related to de-
velopments on the oil market. Oil and its 
products represent more than 88 percent of 
total Iranian exports to the EU, and therefore 
the steady rise in oil prices over the last five 
years has significantly increased total Euro-
pean expenditures for Iranian imports. Be-

tween 2002 and 2006, there was an average 
annual increase of 26 percent in imports to 
the EU from Iran, as compared with an aver-
age annual increase of only 9 percent in total 
imports of the EU worldwide.2

Ostensibly, this process would have a 
negative impact on the EU balance of trade 
and affect the profitability of those European 
companies for whom oil represents an input 
in production. And yet the increase in oil 
prices has actually brought about increased 
profitability of hundreds of European com-
panies. The rise in Iran’s 
revenues from selling oil 
has allowed it to expand 
demand for various import 
goods, and the European 
companies that for years 
have had extensive busi-
ness dealings with Iran 
and have established busi-
ness infrastructures there 
were among the first to en-
joy Iran’s renewed hunger 
for industrial equipment, 
chemicals, and consumer 
goods. Between 2002 and 2005, there was an 
average annual increase of over 16 percent in 
the scope of exports from EU nations to Iran, 
while total worldwide exports from the EU 
rose by less than 6 percent.

However, the last quarter of 2005 began 
a decline in EU exports to Iran. The drop in 
exports together with another increase in oil 
prices in 2006 hurt the EU’s trade balance 
with Iran and the total trade deficit grew by 
more than €2.9 billion (figure 1). This trend 
continued into 2007 as well: the first quarter 
of the year saw a drop of more than 8 percent 
in the scope of exports from the European 
Union to Iran compared with the same quar-
ter in 2006.3 While a significant portion of the 

Over the last several years, 
Iran has striven to reduce 
its vulnerability to unilateral 
sanctions leveled by the 
EU and other nations, and 
therefore has tried to vary 
its trade partners and find 
alternatives to European goods 
on other markets, including 
China.
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drop in exports from the EU to Iran is a di-
rect result of the economic pressure exerted 
on EU members by the United States, it also 
stems from Iran’s orchestrated response to 
the international pressure. Over the last sev-
eral years, Iran has striven to reduce its vul-
nerability to unilateral sanctions leveled by 
the EU and other nations, and therefore Iran 

has tried to vary its trade 
partners and find alterna-
tives to European goods on 
the markets of China and 
other countries.

These processes are in 
fact demonstrable in trade 
data: if only two years ago 
imports from the EU repre-

sented more than 41 percent of total Iranian 
imports, as of 2006 it stood at less than 34 
percent. However, despite this decrease, the 
EU remains Iran’s biggest trade partner, and 
the scope of exports from the EU to Iran is 
still dozens of percentage points higher than 
it was in 2002 (figure 2).

In other words, the sides remain greatly 
interdependent. Therefore, steps designed to 
prevent European companies from exporting 
to Iran will either significantly increase the 
cost of deals involving exports to Iran and in-
vestments there, or cause economic damages 
to both sides. Clearly, the macroeconomic 
damages that Iran will suffer as a result of 
these steps will be vastly greater that the 
damages incurred by the EU economy.

The interdependence that exists between 
the EU and Iran is characterized by clear 
asymmetry. While the EU is Iran’s primary 
trade partner, Iran ranks only 26 on the EU’s 
list. Exports from the EU to Iran represent 
less than 1 percent of total European exports, 
and imports from Iran to the EU represent 
1.05 percent of total European imports. A 

similar picture emerges when one examines 
separately the trade relations between Iran 
and each one of its large European trade 
partners.4

However, the aggregate data is liable to 
mislead regarding the EU’s sensitivity. In or-
der to understand the economic interdepen-
dence between the parties, it is not enough 
to examine the total scope of trade between 
them; it is also necessary to examine the 
goods the parties supply to one another, and 
to see if they can find alternate markets in 
case of a severing of relations. When atten-
tion is focused on this issue as well as other 
macro and micro questions, some political 
and economic limitations emerge, limitations 
that define the scope of the sanctions the EU 
might initiate against Iran.

The EU’s Economic Sensitivity
Europe’s growing dependence on Iranian oil 
is one of the central limitations confronting 
EU leaders as they discuss economic sanc-
tions against Iran. Iranian oil represents more 
than 3.6 percent of the EU’s oil imports, and 
its proportion of the oil consumption basket 
of some important countries, such as Italy 
and France, is much higher than that. Clear-
ly, blocking Iranian oil to the EU is the most 
painful action that can be taken against Iran, 
but such a move is in no way on the table be-
cause EU leaders cannot voluntarily afford to 
create an oil shortage, which would inevita-
bly cause a sharp spike in prices. And while 
EU countries can find alternatives to Iranian 
oil, any announcement of replacing Iran as a 
supplier would shock the energy market and 
spark a rise a prices.

Sources within the EU have more than 
once expressed concern that even sanctions 
not aimed at Iran’s oil exports are liable to 
cause a European oil shortage, because Iran 

Europe’s growing dependence 
on Iranian oil is one of 
the central limitations 

confronting EU leaders 
as they discuss economic 

sanctions against Iran.
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Figure 1. Trends in EU-Iran Trade
Source: European Commission: Directorate-General for External Trade (DG Trade) 

Figure 2. Export Trends from the EU to Iran
Source: International Monetary Fund: Direction of Trade Statistic

is liable to react by initiating an oil embar-
go. However, it is highly doubtful that Iran 
would choose such a step. Just as the EU 
cannot afford to renounce Iranian oil, so Iran 
is not interested in blocking one of its main 
sources of income precisely at a time when 
economic pressures on it are intensifying. In 
other words, even regarding oil the the in-
terdependence is asymmetric and favors the 
EU. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that the EU’s de-
pendence on Iranian oil reduces its room to 
maneuver vis-à-vis export sanctions against 
Iran: EU nations are not interested in reduc-
ing oil imports from Iran, and therefore a re-
duction in exports to Iran will immediately 
increase their trade deficit. A total stop on 
European exports to Iran, without a decrease 
in imports from it, is liable to increase the 
EU’s total trade deficit by more than 6 per-
cent.5 At the same time, this factor refers to 
an extreme situation in which there would 
be a complete and total ban on all Europe-
an countries regarding any type of dealings 
with Iran, a step not a single European na-
tion is suggesting at the moment.

The steps that EU leaders are contem-
plating focus on looking for effective ways 
to increase business costs involved in work-
ing with Iran. One of the most effective 
such steps is a sweeping decision to cancel 
governmental export guarantees. A signifi-
cant portion of European exports to Iran 
are backed by government guarantees that 
delimit the risk that commercial companies 
assume when they start working with such 
a problematic partner. Canceling the guaran-
tees would raise the risk of doing business 
with Iran, and would rein in the enthusiasm 
of the European exporters to do so.

Over the past year, there has been a re-
duction in the number of guarantees issued 

by EU governments to companies export-
ing to Iran. In 2007, Germany issued export 
guarantees totaling €500 million, as opposed 
to €900 million the previous year.6 However, 
a sudden announcement that no new guar-
antees will be issued is fraught with risks, 
because it is liable to give Iran an incentive to 
breach past commitments it has undertaken 
towards European companies. In such a case, 
European governments would have to stand 
by their word and redeem the guarantees 
they assumed. That is to say, a sweeping de-
cision to do away with guarantees would de-
crease exports to Iran, but is liable to impose 
on EU governments a budgetary burden of 
several billion euros.7

 4

Figure 1. Trends in EU-Iran Trade 

 
Source: European Commission: Directorate-General for External Trade (DG Trade)  

 

Figure 2. Exports Trends from the EU to Iran 

 
  Source: International Monetary Fund: Direction of Trade Statistic 

 

In other words, the sides remain greatly interdependent. Therefore, steps designed 

to prevent European companies from exporting to Iran will either significantly increase 

the cost of deals involving exports to Iran and investments there, or cause economic 

damages to both sides. Clearly, the macroeconomic damages that Iran will suffer as a 

result of these steps will be vastly greater that the damages incurred by the EU economy. 

0 
1000 
2000 
3000 
4000 
5000 
6000 
7000 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Th
ou

sa
nd

s 
of

 $
 

Italy 

Great 
Britain 
Germany 

France 

Spain 

-5000 

0 

5000

10000 

15000 

20000 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Th
ou

sa
nd

s 
of

 e
ur

os
 

Import 

Export 

Trade 
balance

 4

Figure 1. Trends in EU-Iran Trade 

 
Source: European Commission: Directorate-General for External Trade (DG Trade)  

 

Figure 2. Exports Trends from the EU to Iran 

 
  Source: International Monetary Fund: Direction of Trade Statistic 

 

In other words, the sides remain greatly interdependent. Therefore, steps designed 

to prevent European companies from exporting to Iran will either significantly increase 

the cost of deals involving exports to Iran and investments there, or cause economic 

damages to both sides. Clearly, the macroeconomic damages that Iran will suffer as a 

result of these steps will be vastly greater that the damages incurred by the EU economy. 

0 
1000 
2000 
3000 
4000 
5000 
6000 
7000 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

T
h

o
u

s
a
n

d
s
 o

f 
$
 

Italy 

Great 
Britain 
Germany 

France 

Spain 

-5000 

0 

5000

10000 

15000 

20000 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

T
h
o

u
s
a

n
d
s
 o

f 
e

u
ro

s
 

Import 

Export 

Trade 
balance

 4

Figure 1. Trends in EU-Iran Trade 

 
Source: European Commission: Directorate-General for External Trade (DG Trade)  

 

Figure 2. Exports Trends from the EU to Iran 

 
  Source: International Monetary Fund: Direction of Trade Statistic 

 

In other words, the sides remain greatly interdependent. Therefore, steps designed 

to prevent European companies from exporting to Iran will either significantly increase 

the cost of deals involving exports to Iran and investments there, or cause economic 

damages to both sides. Clearly, the macroeconomic damages that Iran will suffer as a 

result of these steps will be vastly greater that the damages incurred by the EU economy. 

0 
1000 
2000 
3000 
4000 
5000 
6000 
7000 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Th
ou

sa
nd

s 
of

 $
 

Italy 

Great 
Britain 
Germany 

France 

Spain 

-5000 

0 

5000

10000 

15000 

20000 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Th
ou

sa
nd

s 
of

 e
ur

os
 

Import 

Export 

Trade 
balance

Volume 10, No. 4, Febroary 2008 51



Rhetoric voiced by Angela Merkel and 
Nicolas Sarkozy in their recent visits to 
Washington and repeated declarations by 
Gordon Brown reveal that EU-3 leaders see 
the possibility of foiling Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram through diplomatic measures as a goal 
that is worth more than a few billion eruos. 
In other words, the primary economic and 
political difficulty of imposing sanctions on 
Iran does not stem from a concern about a 
potential budgetary burden or an increased 
trade deficit, but from a fear of damages li-
able to be incurred by European businesses. 
Indeed, lobbyists and other interest groups 
are now engaged in a vigorous campaign 
in the corridors of European parliaments 

to present a stop on 
exports to Iran as a 
catastrophe leading 
to the bankruptcy of 
hundreds of Euro-
pean companies and 
to a wave of layoffs 
throughout the con-

tinent. Thus, for example, a group of lob-
byists representing German industrialists 
recently assessed that a significant reduction 
of exports to Iran would lead to the layoff of 
10,000 German workers.8

However, it is highly doubtful that the 
gloomy forecasts presented by interest 
groups are accurate. While it is true that 
among the 1700 German companies doing 
business with Iran there are also midsize and 
small firms whose vulnerability to a marginal 
decrease in sales is high, and therefore losing 
the Iranian market would represent a serious 
setback, European business activity with Iran 
(when measured in financial terms) is done 
primarily by the large corporations, and a 
quick glance at their balance sheets reveals 
that their volume of sales to Iran is marginal 

as compared to their total annual volume.9 
Clearly, decreasing business with Iran would 
force even the largest conglomerates to make 
changes, but it is not at all certain that most 
of them would be forced to reduce produc-
tion lines, and they would certainly not go 
bankrupt.

In light of the pressure exerted by the US 
State Department, large corporations have 
tried to downsize their activities in Iran. A 
company such as Siemens, whose sales vol-
ume to Iran is less than 1 percent of its total 
annual volume, will not risk a reduction in 
its business with the United States (repre-
senting over 25 percent of its total volume) if 
American pressure increases.10 That is to say, 
increased American pressure is a factor that 
to a certain extent moderates the political op-
position on the part of the large European 
conglomerates.11 In fact, even now there are 
meetings between the directors of the large 
corporations and some of the EU leaders 
where the sides are examining ways to de-
crease the volume of exports to and invest-
ments in Iran.

On the other hand, a decision to impose 
EU sanctions beyond those of the Security 
Council comes with many political difficul-
ties. Such a decision would have to be ac-
cepted by consensus by all twenty-seven 
member nations, and not all EU countries 
are prepared to deal with the consequent 
economic damages and internal political 
struggles. Some of the mid-sized member 
states, such as Spain and Italy, are not at all 
pleased with the domination and indepen-
dence assumed by EU-3 members in leading 
EU foreign policy.12 Thus it would seem that 
not only struggles on the internal level but 
also power struggles among EU members 
represent a political challenge in formulating 
European sanctions.

Increased American pressure is 
a factor that to a certain extent 

moderates the political opposition 
on the part of the large European 

conglomerates.
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The most common claim of those opposed 
to independent European sanctions focuses 
on doubting the effectiveness of sanctions. 
Both European conglomerates and some EU 
leaders are concerned that the vacuum that 
would be created by exiting European com-
panies would quickly be filled by Chinese 
and Russian firms, and therefore any move 
that is formulated outside the framework of 
the Security Council would cause long term 
damage to the European concerns without 
harming Iran. This claim too is inaccurate.

The Sensitivity of Iran to European 
Sanctions
The extent of the damage that Europe could 
cause Iran by reducing exports is brought 
into sharper relief when one divides the ex-
ports into types of goods. More than 50 per-
cent of European exports to Iran consist of 
investment goods whose uninterrupted sup-
ply is critical for industrial production pro-
cesses in that country. Iran’s desire to reduce 
its dependence on Europe has not moderat-
ed the enthusiasm of Iranian industrialists to 
purchase from EU nations industrial equip-
ment in which the Europeans specialize. A 
few months ago official Iranian sources, in a 
conversation with representatives of the Ger-
man trade ministry, expressed their desire to 
buy a long list of investment goods such as 
power turbines, water purification systems, 
train engines, and other equipment that 
would make it possible to expand the system 
of transportation in the country.13

Decreasing the export of specific invest-
ment and consumer goods from Europe 
would obligate Iran to find alternatives in 
China and in other markets. However, it is 
not at all certain that it is possible to find suit-
able alternatives for the range of European 
goods (both China and Russia import similar 

industrial equipment from Europe). Even if 
Iran does succeed in finding alternatives for 
a significant part of European investment 
goods, it still faces a slowdown in produc-
tion processes, because Iranian industry will 
find it difficult to adjust quickly to a reality in 
which the industrial equipment with which 
it is familiar is no longer available.

Similar logic holds in terms of the pos-
sible effects of the reduction in direct invest-
ments and activity of European companies 
in Iran. It is reasonable to assume that some 
of the vacuum that would be created as a 
result of the withdrawal of European invest-
ments in Iran would be filled by firms from 
other countries, but it is not at all certain that 
these firms would be able to fill effectively 
the functions that the European companies 
have supplied to the Iranian economy. An 
example may be found in processes now tak-
ing place in the Iranian banking sector. Aus-
trian and Swiss banks – institutions that do 
not have extensive business dealings with 
American institutions and therefore are not 
concerned with pressure from the State De-
partment – took advantage of the large Euro-
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pean banks abandoning Iran to expand their 
activities there. However, these banks have 
not managed to supply the range of services 
that the large European banks formerly sup-
plied to Iran.

Similar processes are also taking place in 
the industrial sector and in the oil industry. 
While the European industrial conglomer-
ates and oil companies have not actually left 
Iran, lately the European giants, such as Sie-

mens, Shell, Total, and ENI 
have declared that they 
have no intention of com-
peting for new tenders in 
Iran.14 Responding to these 
declarations, Iran is trying 
to make clear to European 
countries that in the long 

run their hesitancy may harm them, because 
their place is apt to be taken quickly by a 
long line of Russian and Chinese companies 
waiting for the opportunity to sign long term 
deals with Iran. Last December, Iran signed 
a $2 billion contract with the Chinese oil 
company Sinopec, and signaled to European 
companies that it had no intention of waiting 
for them.15

However, many energy experts are in 
doubt as to the ability of non-Western com-
panies to provide Iran all the expertise and 
specific input it needs in order to expand the 
rate of oil production in the country and to 
take effective advantage of the enormous oil 
reserves it controls.16 The claim that all the 
Chinese and Russian energy companies are 
queuing up in order to enter Iran is likewise 
inaccurate. The return of foreign companies 
on investments in the Iranian energy indus-
try – a function of the Iranian government’s 
buyback policy17 – is not attractive to many 
companies. Even non-Western energy com-
panies do business with the United States 

and are therefore concerned that investing in 
Iran is liable to hurt their dealings with the 
US. For example, the Russian energy compa-
ny Lukoil, which is very active in the field of 
natural gas in the United States, announced 
in October that it is suspending a project it 
was supposed to have begun at the Anaran 
oil fields because of a concern that massive 
investing in Iran is liable to hurt its business 
dealings with the US.18

Should the EU countries choose to active-
ly join the financial fight that the US Treasury 
Department is waging against companies 
that do business with Iranian firms by black-
listing them, the desire of investors around 
the world to fill the vacuum left by the Euro-
pean companies would decrease. The Ameri-
can financial fight has caused many institu-
tions to reduce their dealings with Iran, and 
it is raising the cost of doing business and the 
risk involved in investing in and exporting to 
Iran.19 However, there are limits to the Amer-
ican financial lever, because there are multi-
national companies that do not do business 
in the United States and their dependence 
on Wall Street is low. A significant portion of 
these companies raise their capital in the fi-
nancial districts of London, Paris, and Frank-
furt, and therefore losing access to loans and 
financial tools supplied by European institu-
tions is liable to impact negatively on their 
ability to function.20

An additional factor that makes European 
financial sanctions an effective tool is the fact 
that a lot of Iranian capital is deposited in Eu-
ropean banks.21 The EU has already decided 
to take independent financial steps and has 
boycotted entities that are not included in 
Security Council Resolutions 1737 and 1747. 
However, this decision is only a small step 
among the many that can cut Iran out of the 
global financial system.

The EU can advance a series 
of steps that would cause 

Iran significant damage 
without jeopardizing Europe's 

economic stability.
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The measure of autonomy of the Euro-
pean nations in leading financial sanctions is 
much higher than the measure of their auton-
omy in leading independent trade sanctions 
against any other given country (without the 
agreement of EU institutions). At the same 
time, even the most forceful voices in Europe 
prefer, for now, to try and act through EU in-
stitutions and avoid independent action.

Conclusion
The European Union can advance a series 
of steps that would cause Iran significant 
damage without jeopardizing Europe’s eco-
nomic stability. The difficulty in initiating 
these steps does not stem from a concern 
about economic stability at the macro level, 
but rather from a concern about damages 
that might be inflicted on specific compa-
nies. Intensifying American pressure on the 
large conglomerates is likely to moderate the 
extent of political opposition that the Euro-
pean governments are expected to demon-
strate on the matter. Similarly, a decision to 
intensify the financial pressure on the part 
of European institutions is likely to temper 
the phenomenon feared by many in the EU: 
a permanent loss of the Iranian market to 
other companies.

EU-3 leaders, Angela Merkel in particu-
lar, still prefer the multilateral approach and 
are hoping that China and Russia will join 
a third round of sanctions in the Security 
Council. Should this attempt fail, EU-3 lead-
ers will have to take part in a complicated 
political struggle, both on the internal level 
and on the pan-European one. The outcome 
of this struggle will determine what the Ira-
nian economy will look like in the coming 
years.
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production projects, but they cannot acquire 
ownership of their share of the companies. 
Instead the Iranian government has promised 
a specific portion of the total profits from the 

fields that were invested in.
18	 A spokesperson for the company stated ex-

plicitly that the company is concerned about 
the Iranian Sanction Act, the law that allows 
the United States to level sanctions against 
companies that invest more than $20 million a 
year in the Iranian oil industry.

19	 One of the primary difficulties in exporting 
to Iran stems from Western banks’ concern 
regarding opening letters of credit to Iranian 
banks and financial institutions on the US 
Treasury Department blacklist. 

20	 For details regarding financial tools that the 
EU can apply, see Patrick Clawson and M. 
Jacobson, “How Europe Can Pressure Iran,” 
Washington Institute for Near East Policy, No-
vember 9, 2007.

21	 Thus, for example, German banks hold Ira-
nian capital estimated at over €6.5 billion.
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Action, Not Words:
Principal Trends in Palestinian 

Public Opinion of 2007
Amir Kulick

In any type of regime, public opinion is a factor in forging the nature of the government 
and its domestic and foreign policies. The more democratic the system and the more 
that freedom of expression is considered a primary value, the more important the role of 
public opinion – both in politics and in national life in general. Public opinion increases 
the need of the national leadership to attain public legitimacy for its actions, and to in-
corporate “street level” opinions in its deliberations.
	 This principle is largely applicable to the post-Arafat Palestinian political arena. 
Clearly public opinion played a role in the way Arafat reached decisions; however the 
introduction of a democratic process for presidential and parliamentary elections en-
hanced the importance of public opinion in Palestinian politics. Moreover, Fatah and 
Hamas, the two leading movements in the territories, draw most of their support from 
a cross-section of the general Palestinian population. As such, they too are sensitive to 
public opinion.
	 Public opinion surveys are generally considered the best means of analyzing the 
opinions of the general public, although they are primarily relevant in democratic so-
cieties. In Palestinian society, where democracy is in its early stages and freedom of 
expression is not automatically assured, the results of such surveys should be treated 
with the utmost caution. Differences of political culture, differences among society, and 
the vicissitudes of daily life in the territories may well limit the reliability of public opin-
ion surveys. Nonetheless, even in a society such as this, public opinion surveys remain 
the principal scientific tool, and while they may not supply precise measurements of 
public sentiment, they offer insights into general trends. There are a number of research 
institutes in the territories that have conducted periodic surveys on various subjects in 
recent years.1 The goal of this essay is to examine the principal trends in Palestinian 
public opinion over the past year and try to assess their significance. The analysis below 
is based primarily on surveys conducted by the Palestinian Center for Policy Survey 
and Research (PCPSR),2 headed by Khalil Shikaki, and is supplemented with data from 
other research institutes, particularly the Jerusalem Media and Communication Centre 
(JMCC). 
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Background
2007 was a tumultuous year in Palestinian 
politics. It began with a wave of strikes in the 
Palestinian public sector due to the Hamas 
government’s inability to pay salaries, large-
ly as a result of the economic sanctions im-
posed on the Palestinian Authority (PA). 
The difficult economic situation exacerbated 
the struggle between Fatah and Hamas, and 
resulted in violent clashes between the two 
movements. Following an escalation in ten-
sion and in an attempt to prevent civil war, 
Fatah and Hamas leaders agreed in March 
2007 on a national unity government. The 

unity government survived 
three months, until Hamas 
seized control of the Gaza 
Strip in June 2007, where-
upon Abu Mazen disband-
ed the government and ap-
pointed a new emergency 
government under Salam 
Fayyad in its place. Conse-
quently, the PA split into the 
region controlled by Hamas 
– the Gaza Strip – and the 
area controlled by Fatah 
and the national camp – the 
West Bank. This situation 

had several implications: on the domestic 
Palestinian front tension between the two 
movements rose and reached new heights, 
and on the economic level, the situation in 
Gaza worsened due to the restrictions placed 
by Israel on the entry of goods. In contrast, 
the economic situation in the West Bank be-
gan to improve following the influx of out-
side financial aid to the Fayyad government. 
In November 2007 a regional summit was 
held in Annapolis in the United States, de-
signed to revive the peace process between 
Israel and the Palestinians; talks between the 

negotiating teams began shortly thereafter. 
All these events impacted on and formulated 
Palestinian public opinion.

This is the background to the five surveys 
conducted by the Palestinian Center for Poli-
cy Survey and Research over the year,3 which 
reveal several principal trends in Palestinian 
public opinion.

Theory vs. Practice: Gradual 
Erosion of Hamas’s Public Standing
In the elections for the Palestinian Legislative 
Council (PLC) held in January 2006, Hamas’s 
public standing was at an all-time high, and 
it earned 44 percent of the votes.4 Over the 
course of 2007 there was a gradual decline in 
support for the movement, and by Decem-
ber support had dropped to 31 percent (fig-
ure 1). The number of undecided stood at 11 
percent, so even if these votes had gone to 
Hamas, the movement would still not have 
regained its public stature of 2006.

There appear to be several factors that 
contributed to Hamas’s decline, some of 
which are reflected in the surveys. First and 
foremost, it seems that part of the Palestin-
ian public has sobered vis-à-vis the great 
hopes it attached to the Hamas government. 
Hamas won the PLC elections based primar-
ily on promises of marked improvements 
in the territories (imposing law and order, 
improving the financial situation, and com-
bating corruption), but most of the public’s 
expectations were left unmet. The economic 
sanctions imposed by Israel and the interna-
tional community made it hard for the gov-
ernment to function, led to a deterioration in 
the economic situation, and impinged on the 
government’s ability to pay salaries to the 
large public sector. Hamas’s standing sub-
sequently dropped among various sectors of 
the population, especially public sector em-

Public support for Fatah or 
Hamas depends principally 

on each movement’s 
respective ability to provide 

a solution for the basic needs 
of the Palestinian public in 
the territories: improve the 

state of the economy, impose 
law and order, and ensure 
correct administration of 

official business.
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ployees.5 The movement had no success with 
combating corruption either, and the longer 
the government was in power, the less the 
public believed that Hamas would achieve 
significant progress in this area.6 One figure 
that reflects the widespread disappointment 
with the Hamas government is the public’s 
assessment of the government’s perfor-
mance. In December 2006 public dissatisfac-
tion with the Hamas government dropped to 
a new low (about 62 percent of respondents 
said they were either not satisfied or not 
satisfied at all with the performance of the 
Hamas government).7

Another factor that appears to have dam-
aged Hamas’s public standing is the disman-
tling of the unity government – despite the 
disappointment in the performance of the 
unity government – and the violent takeover 
of the Gaza Strip in June 2007. The Palestin-
ian street welcomed the establishment of the 
unity government and expected it to yield 
fundamental changes, particularly in its abil-
ity to pay salaries, improve public safety, and 
even negotiate with Israel.8 In view of the 
high expectations, Hamas’s military takeover 
in the Gaza Strip and the dissolution of the 
unity government was seen by much of the 
public as a mistake. In a December 2007 sur-
vey, Hamas’s takeover of the Gaza Strip won 
little support (22 percent) and considerable 
public opposition (73 percent). While among 
members of the movement the move won 
widespread support (72 percent), Hamas, as 
a movement aiming to lead the Palestinian 
people, is looking to win support from large 
sectors of the public beyond its hard core 
supporters.

Hamas’s difficulties were exacerbated by 
the difficult straits of recent months in the 
Gaza Strip, following the Israeli embargo and 
the IDF’s military operations. While much 

of the Palestinian public places the blame 
on Israel,9 around one third of the public 
in Gaza views Hamas as the main culprit. 
Perhaps even more important is the lack of 
hope among Gazans. In a survey conducted 
in March 2007, most of the inhabitants there 
(72 percent) expected their lives to improve 
in the future. Six months later, in September 
2007, only a minority of Gazans (21 percent) 
held that view. This large 
discrepancy (51 percent) 
may also explain the de-
cline in support for Hamas 
on its home court.10 All 
these seem to have also 
impacted on the Palestin-
ian street’s willingness to 
support a Hamas candi-
date for the presidency. For example, in De-
cember 2006, 45 percent stated they would 
vote for Ismail Haniyeh if he challenged 
Mahmoud Abbas for the presidency, while 
one year later, in December 2007, Haniyeh’s 
popularity had dropped to 37 percent (figure 
2).

Action, Not Words: Fayyad’s 
Government and Rehabilitation of 
the Nationalist Camp
Despite the drop in Hamas’s popularity in 
2007, Fatah was hard-pressed to exploit this 
trend to rehabilitate its public standing as 
a leading nationalist movement. Between 
December 2006 and June 2007, support for 
Fatah increased by just 1 percent.11 At the 
same time, support for Hamas declined by 
5 percent. Why, then, did Fatah not succeed 
in winning over the Hamas disillusioned? Of 
the several factors associated with Fatah’s 
political stasis, the principal one is almost 
certainly the ongoing organizational stagna-
tion that generated the movement’s profound 

In early 2007 public support 
was split almost equally 
between Abu Mazen and 
Ismail Haniyeh. By September, 
there was a 23 percent gap in 
favor of Abu Mazen.
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detachment from the public. For example, 
Fatah’s principal decision making forum, the 
General Assembly, has not convened since 
1988. The organization’s leadership com-
prises the older generation, those who spent 
time in Tunis, who are not popular on the 
Palestinian street. The movement’s younger 
generation is viewed in part as a group of 
outlaws and one of the main reasons for the 
security anarchy. It is therefore not surpris-
ing that a survey conducted by JMCC in No-
vember 2007 showed that a large number of 

respondents (39 percent) preferred that the 
government be occupied by independent 
candidates rather than Fatah members.12

Nevertheless, in contrast with the move-
ment’s sluggish performance in the first half 
of 2007, support for Fatah increased steadily 
in the second half of the year. Between June 
and December support for the movement 
rose 5 percent (from 43 percent in June to 48 
percent in December). It appears that the un-
derlying factor is the government of Salam 
Fayyad, which is viewed by the public as 
enjoying greater legitimacy than Haniyeh’s 
government.13 Even more important, it is 
considered to function more efficiently14 
– and this complements its relatively uncor-
rupted image (only a minority of the minis-
ters are Fatah members). Despite the fact that 
Fayyad is not a Fatah politician, it seems that 
his government is generally viewed as a Fa-
tah government and thus its achievements 
are also attributed to the movement.

The ability of Fayyad’s government to 
earn public confidence quickly was initially 
based on the low level of public expectation 
of the PA government in general. In June, 
prior to Hamas’s takeover of the Gaza Strip, 
most of the Palestinian public (81 percent) ex-
pressed dissatisfaction with the performance 
of the unity government. It seems that for 
the public, expectations could not drop any 
further. On the other hand, some kind of tan-
gible proof, i.e., more than low level expecta-
tions of a previous government, is needed to 
regain the public’s confidence. And in fact, at 
the end of 2007 greater segments of the pub-
lic defined life on the West Bank as good or 
very good,15 and viewed the economic situ-
ation in Judea and Samaria as good (47 per-
cent).  This is undoubtedly in part a result of 
the influx of funds to the PA and the ability 
of the Fayyad government to pay salaries to 

Figure 2. Public Support for Abu Mazen and Haniyeh
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public sector employees. In the area of per-
sonal security as well, Fayyad’s government 
made impressive public gains: in December, 
44 percent of West Bank inhabitants said they 
felt they enjoyed personal and public secu-
rity (compared with only 18 percent in June 
and 35 percent in September).16

In all likelihood the improvement in the 
government’s performance was a major if 
not exclusive contribution to Abu Mazen’s 
improved public standing. Other factors 
include disappointment on the Palestinian 
street with Hamas’s conduct and the dete-
riorating conditions in the Gaza Strip. At the 
start of 2007 public support was split almost 
equally between Abu Mazen and Ismail 
Haniyeh.17 The balance began to tip in favor 
of Abu Mazen after the Hamas takeover in 

the Gaza Strip,18 and in September 2007 the 
gap between the two peaked at 23 percent.19 
The improvement in Abu Mazen’s standing 
was also reflected in an increase in satisfac-
tion with his performance, which rose by 10 
percent in 2007.20

Two States for Two Peoples: Public 
Opinion on the Peace Process
According to public opinion surveys, it ap-
pears that renewing the peace process with 
Israel does not top of the Palestinian public’s 
priorities. Throughout most of 2007 the Pales-
tinian public was most concerned with three 
issues: the security anarchy, the state of the 
economy, and corruption in the PA institu-
tions. For most of the year the public primar-
ily wanted to see the Palestinian government 

Levels of Support for Fatah, Hamas, Abu Mazen, and Ismail Haniyeh

Fatah 
support

Hamas 
support

Support 
for other 
parties

Un-
decided

Abu Mazen Haniyeh

Satisfaction Support Support

September 
2006 41% 38% 9% 12% 55%

December 
2006

43% 
(West Bank 

– 43%, Gaza 
Strip – 43%)

36% 
(West Bank 

– 32%, Gaza 
Strip – 41%)

12% 10% 40% 
(West Bank 

– 38%, Gaza 
Strip – 42%)

46% 
(West Bank 

– 47%, Gaza 
Strip – 43%)

45% 
(West Bank 

– 42%, Gaza 
Strip – 49%)

March 2007 43% 
(West Bank 

– 41%, Gaza 
Strip – 46%)

37%
(West Bank 

– 35%, Gaza 
Strip – 46%)

12% 8% 53% 
(West Bank 

– 47%, Gaza 
Strip – 55%)

47% 
(West Bank 

– 47%, Gaza 
Strip – 46%)

46% 
(West Bank 

– 46%, Gaza 
Strip – 45%)

June 2007 43% 
(West Bank 

– 43%, Gaza 
Strip – 42%)

33% 
(West Bank 

– 27%, Gaza 
Strip – 42%)

12% 13% 33% 
(West Bank 

– 32%, Gaza 
Strip – 42%)

49% 
(West Bank 

– 51%, Gaza 
Strip – 46%)

41% 
(West Bank 

– 38%, Gaza 
Strip – 45%)

September 
2007

48% 
(West Bank 

– 47%, Gaza 
Strip – 51%)

31% 
(West Bank 

– 28%, Gaza 
Strip – 36%)

11% 10% 45% 
(West Bank 

– 41%, Gaza 
Strip – 49%)

59% 
(West Bank 

– 60%, Gaza 
Strip – 56%)

36% 
(West Bank 

– 33%, Gaza 
Strip – 39%)

December 
2007 49% 31% 11% 50% 56% 37%

Source: The data was taken from the website of the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research, 
http://www.pcpsr.org/./index.html.
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impose law and order on the streets.21

Hamas’s victory in the January 2006 elec-
tions was viewed by some in Israel and the 
West as something akin to a fatal blow to the 
chances of Palestinian support of a compro-
mise solution to the Israeli-Palestinian con-

flict. Nevertheless, public 
opinion surveys conducted 
in 2007 show that at least at 
the popular level, large sec-
tions of the Palestinian pub-
lic still supported a solution 
based on two states, with Is-
rael recognized as the state 

of the Jewish people and Palestine as the 
state of the Palestinian people. Support for 
such a resolution during the year hovered 
around the 60 percent mark. On the other 
hand, most of the public remained pessimis-
tic about the chances of reaching a settlement 
in the near future, and the Annapolis summit 
did not impact significantly on the level of 
optimism in the territories.22

Conclusion
A number of main conclusions emerge from 
this review. Most important, public support 
for Fatah or Hamas principally depends on 
its respective ability to provide a solution 
for the basic needs of the Palestinian public 
in the territories: improve the state of the 
economy, impose law and order, and ensure 
correct administration of official business. 
Hamas learned a painful lesson that street 
level support, as large as it may be, is not 
guaranteed without “delivering the goods.” 
Moreover, acting against the wishes of its 
voters, e.g., dissolving the unity government 
and waging a civil war even further depreci-
ated its standing. At the same time, Fatah has 
seen that disappointment with Hamas does 
not automatically guarantee public support 

for Fatah candidates. Without revitalizing 
the organization, renewing contact with the 
street, and providing a solution for the needs 
of the citizens the movement will struggle 
to regain its dominance. Another conclusion 
offered by the public opinion surveys is that 
Abu Mazen is still an important factor in Pal-
estinian politics and enjoys public prestige. 
This is significant both for the next presiden-
tial election campaign and for Abu Mazen’s 
potential ability to garner public support for 
a future settlement with Israel.

What is Israel’s role in all of this? Israel is 
viewed at times – and perhaps most frequent-
ly by itself – as the main influence on devel-
opments in the Palestinian arena. In some 
cases this is true; in others Israel plays only 
a marginal role. The economic embargo im-
posed by Israel on the Gaza Strip and the de-
cline in the quality of life there undoubtedly 
impacted on street level support for Hamas, 
at least among those who do not number 
among the hard core of the movement’s sup-
porters. On the other hand, as indicated by 
public opinion surveys, the weakening of 
Hamas alone is not sufficient to strengthen 
the position of the moderate forces in the PA. 
This depends, at least in terms of the Pales-
tinian public and as indicated by the public 
opinion surveys, on achieving tangible re-
sults. In this regard Israel can certainly help. 
First and foremost, Israel has to avoid inter-
vening in the Palestinian government and 
the president’s administration. Israel can 
also help the Palestinian government appre-
ciably improve the quality of life in the terri-
tories by removing roadblocks and enabling 
traffic to move more freely; allowing Pales-
tinian security forces to deploy in the city 
centers and impose law and order; and tak-
ing measures that will facilitate the recovery 
of the Palestinian economy. All these might 

Hamas learned a painful 
lesson: that street level 

support, as large as it may 
be, is not guaranteed without 

“delivering the goods.”
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not only help enhance the public standing of 
the national camp in the territories, but also 
possibly encourage wider legitimacy among 
the Palestinian public for a future political 
compromise.

Notes
1	 The longest established of these is the Jeru-

salem Media and Communication Centre 
(JMCC), which was created in 1988 by a group 
of journalists and researchers and headed by 
Assan al-Hatib. The institute began conduct-
ing surveys in 1993. It works in cooperation 
with various research institutes in Israel and is 
considered professional and reliable In addi-
tion to this institute there are a number of oth-
er public opinion survey institutes, principally 
the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey 
Research (PCPSR), headed by Khalil Shikaki, 
and the Near East Consulting institute com-
posed of a group of independent consultants. 
The latter two institutes are located in Ramal-
lah. There is also the Palestinian Center for 
Public Opinion (PCPO) based in Bethlehem 
and run by Nabil Kukali, and there are two 
smaller survey institutes, at Bir Zeit University 
and el-Nagakh University in Nablus. In 2001, 
Hamas established al-Mustaqbal Research 
Center in Gaza, which includes a survey unit 
whose output appears to be of limited reliabil-
ity and professionalism.

2	 Shikaki’s institute operates according to clear 
and professional criteria and cooperates with 
the Truman Institute of the Hebrew Univer-
sity of Jerusalem on joint Israeli-Palestinian 
surveys. The institute conducts public opinion 
surveys at regular intervals, approximately 
once every three months. The surveys exam-
ine the positions of the Palestinian public on 
recurring issues, such as support for the peace 
process, and occasional issues, as per develop-
ments in the Palestinian arena. Most sample 
groups incorporate 1270 people who are inter-
viewed face to face by survey professionals. 
The sample margin of error, as cited by the 
institute, is ±3%.

3	 In December 2006, March, June, September, 
and December 2007. Survey data is available 

on the institute’s web site: http://www.pcpsr.
org/./index.html.

4	 See Central Palestinian Elections Committee 
figures at: http://www.elections.ps/pdf/Fi-
nal_Result_distribution_of_PLC_seats-EN2.
pdf.

5	 In December 2006, for example, support for 
Hamas among public sector employees fell to 
24 percent, compared with 55 percent support 
for Fatah.

6	 In March 2006, on the eve of the establishment 
of the Hamas government, two thirds of the 
public (65 percent) believed corruption in the 
PA would decrease. In contrast, in March 2007 
far less of the public (42 percent) held this 
view.

7	 Only a third of respondents (33 percent) said 
they were satisfied with its performance. 
This dissatisfaction was relevant to all areas 
of the government’s operations, although af-
ter Hamas’s rise to power in the Gaza Strip 
there was some improvement in the sense of 
individual security among Gaza residents (in 
March 2007, 27 percent claimed they felt safe, 
compared with 52 percent who claimed in 
December that they felt safe). Nevertheless, 
it seems that in comparison with the high ex-
pectations from the Hamas government this 
figure alone was not sufficient to stop the on-
going decline in the movement’s standing.

8	 For example, a public opinion survey con-
ducted immediately following the creation of 
the unity government in March 2007 indicated 
that large segments of the public had high 
hopes of the move. A public opinion survey 
by the PCPSR also conducted in March 2007 
showed that the Palestinian public hoped for 
an improvement in the government’s perfor-
mance (71 percent), greater ability to pay sala-
ries (69 percent), and an improvement in per-
sonal security and public order (65 percent). A 
significant part of the public was even looking 
for a renewal of talks with Israel in the near 
future (65 percent).

9	 In a December 2007 survey about 40 percent of 
respondents said Israel was mainly to blame 
for the situation.

10	 Between March 2007 and September 2007, 
Hamas lost 10 percent of its support in the 
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Gaza Strip (46 percent in March compared 
with 36 percent in September).

11	 Forty-two percent in December 2006, com-
pared with 43 percent in June 2007.

12	 See November 2007 survey - http://www.
jmcc.org/publicpoll/results/2007/no63.pdf.

13	 In December 2007, 27 percent claimed that 
Haniyeh’s government was legitimate and 37 
percent argued that Fayyad’s government was 
legitimate.

14	 In a JMCC survey from August 2007, for ex-
ample, a large part of the public (46 percent) 
felt that Fayyad’s government functioned bet-
ter than the Hamas government in the Gaza 
Strip (23 percent noted that it performed more 
poorly than Haniyeh’s government and 23 
percent said there was no difference between 
the performances of the two governments). A 
similar picture also emerged a month later in a 
PCPSR survey – 43 percent of the respondents 
felt that Fayyad’s government performed bet-
ter.

15	 In a survey from December 2007, 31 percent of 
respondents labeled life on the West Bank as 
good or very good, compared with 27 percent 
in the survey three months earlier.

16	 See the November 2007 survey – http://www.
jmcc.org/publicpoll/results/2007/no63.pdf.

17	 In December 2006, 46 percent of the public 
declared that if elections had been held that 
month they would have voted for Abu Ma-
zen, compared with 45 percent for Haniyeh. 
The two leaders’ public standing remained 

balanced three months later: in March, Abu 
Mazen had 47 percent of the public’s support, 
compared with 46 percent for Haniyeh.

18	 In the PCPSR June survey, Abu Mazen had 49 
percent support, compared with Haniyeh’s 41 
percent.

19	 In the PCPSR September survey, 59 percent 
declared they would vote for Abu Mazen for 
president, compared with 36 percent who said 
they would vote for Haniyeh.

20	 In December 2007, 50 percent of the public ex-
pressed satisfaction with Abu Mazen’s perfor-
mance, compared with 40 percent the previ-
ous December.

21	 In September 2007, for example, a PCPSR 
survey indicated that around one third of 
the public felt that the Fayyad government’s 
top priority must be enforcing law and order 
and putting an end to anarchy, which should 
be supported by political reforms and fight-
ing corruption (22 percent). Third and fourth 
in the public’s order of priority were ending 
the international sanctions and renewing the 
peace process (18 percent, respectively).

22	 In September approximately 70 percent of the 
Palestinian public said the chance of establish-
ing a Palestinian state was low or nonexistent. 
Renewed political contacts between Israel and 
the PA after the Annapolis summit had little 
impact. In a December survey 65 percent said 
the chance of establishing a Palestinian state 
was low or nonexistent.
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On December 9, 2007, the Palestin-
ians marked two decades to the out-
break of what in retrospect is called 

the first intifada. This twentieth anniver-
sary provides a good opportunity to review 
events in the Palestinian arena and consider 
what changes have occurred over this period 
of close to one generation. The comparative 
analysis of “then and now” provides a clear-
er perspective for understanding the under-
lying processes currently taking place in the 
Palestinian arena and offers important tools 
for sketching future scenarios.

There is little – if any – disagreement 
among either the Palestinians or other circles 
that the intifada constituted an immensely 
important event in the history of the Pales-

tinian national movement. In the broader 
strategic context, and particularly from an 
international perspective, the uprising sharp-
ened awareness of the Palestinian issue to an 
unprecedented degree, and put the need for 
a political solution on the agenda (an insight 
that has also fully penetrated internal Israeli 
discourse). This paved the way for the begin-
ning of the diplomatic process some years 
later, in part under the umbrella of the Amer-
ican attempt to utilize the favorable climate 
created by the 1991 Gulf War to redesign the 
Middle East.

The intifada also represented an impor-
tant turning point in the internal Palestinian 
context. It was the first key national event 
engineered from “inside” (the territories), an 

Twenty Years since the Intifada: 
The Palestinian Arena, Then and Now

Michael Milstein

The twentieth anniversary of the outbreak of the first intifada provides 
a good opportunity to examine the dramatic developments in the Pal-
estinian arena over the past two decades. Chief among these devel-
opments are the transfer of the center of activity from the Palestinian 
diaspora to the territories, and the displacement of the Fatah national 
leadership by Hamas. Perhaps ironically, these changes have emerged 
from an unchanging feature of the Palestinian milieu – the ongoing 
vacillation between the willingness to work toward achieving a state 
and the unrelenting embrace of long term national goals (”the right of 
return” and the complete liberation of Palestine). Continuation of this 
pendulum is likely to confront Israel with difficult future scenarios, 
especially a decline into the reality of a bi-national state on the one 
hand, and creation of an independent, hostile, and aggressive Pales-
tinian entity controlled by Hamas on the other.
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arena that was overshadowed for decades by 
the “outside” (the diaspora), where the mod-
ern Palestinian national movement began in 

the late 1950s. In addition, 
the twentieth anniversary 
of the uprising parallels 
the twentieth anniversary 
of the founding of Hamas: 
the movement celebrates 
December 14, 1987, less 
than one week after the 
outbreak of the uprising, 
as the day of its found-

ing. This event marked the breakthrough of 
the movement – the leading representative 
of the “inside” – to the front of the national 
stage, and the completion of the metamor-
phosis that it underwent from a Muslim 
Brotherhood branch, which focuses on social 
problems, to a movement leading an armed 
struggle (jihad) and aspiring to entrench 
its standing within the Palestinian national 
leadership. It is therefore understandable 
why the uprising is regarded as the opening 
shot in a battle between the Islamic current 
and the PLO and Fatah for hegemony in the 
Palestinian national movement. This contest 
has continued until the present time.

Years of Change
Over the past twenty years, the Palestinian 
arena has experienced several dramatic up-
heavals and turnarounds. Within these two 
decades, three main time periods, almost 
equal in duration, can be distinguished: 

1.	 The years of struggle, from 1987 to 
September 1993, when the Oslo accords 
were signed. During this period, the struggle 
turned into an armed confrontation, losing 
its popular character in the process.

2.	 The state-building period, from Sep-
tember 1993 to September 2000, when the 

al-Aqsa intifada erupted. During this period, 
the Palestinians concentrated on nation-
building and establishing sovereignty. 

3.	 The return to the armed struggle, from 
2000 until the present time, a period that in-
cludes, beyond the renewal of the violence 
against Israel, an accelerated collapse of the 
regime formed in 1994 and a swift shift in 
leadership from the nationalist current to the 
Islamic movement.

A comparison between the current Pal-
estinian arena and its situation in 1987 high-
lights a number of transformations that have 
occurred. The first is the rise of the “inside,” 
and the decline of the “outside.” The intifada 
is the outstanding symbol of the shift in the 
focus of action and decision making in the 
Palestinian arena from the Palestinian dias-
pora, the cradle of the modern Palestinian 
national movement, to the territories. Arafat 
obstructed the “inside” leadership’s com-
prehensive takeover of the Palestinian arena 
when, together with the “Tunis group,” he 
took control of the Palestinian Authority 
(PA), but time and accompanying biological 
processes inevitably prevailed. Today, except 
for a few survivors of the “outside” group 
(including those who are quite dominant, 
such as Palestinian president Mahmoud Ab-
bas [Abu Mazen] and Ahmad Qurei [Abu 
Ala], head of the Palestinian negotiating 
team in the talks with Israel), most action 
in the territories is controlled by a younger 
home-grown group that led the first intifada. 
This is certainly reflected among the leader-
ship in the street and in internal politics, al-
beit less so at the administrative and “high” 
political action level, including contacts in 
the framework of diplomatic negotiations. 
On the other hand, the Palestinians outside 
the territories have been left without leader-
ship, influence, or purpose. This is highlight-
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ed by the loss of status of PLO institutions 
and their absorption in the PA rubric, and by 
the general elections in the Palestinian arena, 
particularly for the presidency and parlia-
ment, which are decided by residents of the 
“inside.”1

A second transformation has occurred 
vis-à-vis the national elite. A brief glance at 
the spokesmen for Palestinian actions then 
and now highlights most of the differences in 
style, age, and origin of the “inside” national 
leaders. Faisal al-Husseini, Hanan Ashrawi, 
Sari Nusseibeh, Hanna Siniora, and Haidar 
Abd al-Shafi – all public leaders who were 
particularly prominent in the diplomatic-
propaganda-media sphere – have been re-
placed by Hamas spokesmen, both in the 
political and military echelons, together with 
a number of leaders who still represent the 
political-diplomatic channel (some of whom 
originated from the “outside”), headed by 
Abu Mazen. In addition, other parties pur-
port to represent the “street” or the “people”: 
most of them command terrorist squads, 
such as al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, affiliated 
with Fatah, and the Popular Resistance Com-
mittees. The intifada has greatly facilitated a 
deeper socio-political process in the Pales-
tinian arena of passing the leadership baton 
from the veteran leadership, especially rep-
resentatives of respected urban families in 
the West Bank and Fatah leaders, to a young 
and activist generation identified with the 
street and representing the social periphery 
– mostly refugee camps and the rural sector. 
This generation, which emerged from the 
uprising and led its various phases, is par-
ticularly prominent in the Hamas leadership 
but is evident in the young leadership of Fa-
tah as well,2 and in effect now dominates the 
“inside” arena.

In addition, the past two decades have 

witnessed a changed social portrait. Pales-
tinian society has never been secular, at least 
not according to the West’s accepted cultural 
definition. However, the level of religious 
devoutness and its social characteristics as 
currently reflected in the Palestinian street 
were not present to the same degree in 1987. 
To be sure, the Islamicizing process in Pal-
estinian society over the past twenty years 
is common to all societies in the region, in-
cluding the Arab sector in Israel, and reflects 
profound internal cultural and ideological 
transformations. As such, attributing the 
strengthening of Hamas solely to social and 
economic problems, or to a loss of hope in 
the diplomatic process, would be overly su-
perficial. Similarly, the severe crisis that has 
engulfed Fatah is not exclusively the result of 
these problems. It is comparable to the crisis 
affecting other non-religious national move-
ments in the region (the Baath in Syria, the 
FLN in Algeria, and the National Democratic 
Party in Egypt), and testifies to their inability 
to provide an answer to questions of identity 
and purpose, as well as many years of frus-
tration in all matters relating to the West.

This cultural development directly affects 
the status of those in the Palestinian arena 
supporting a political settlement. The latter 
camp consists mostly of people whose priori-
ty is nonreligious national ideology and prin-
ciples that are not based on Islamic founda-
tions. In this context, the fortieth anniversary 
of the founding of the Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), which is cur-
rently being celebrated in much understated 
fashion, constitutes the exception that proves 
the rule.3 The modest scale of this celebration 
indicates on the one hand the disappearance 
of the prominent Palestinian left wing, but it 
also illustrates the crisis pervading the gen-
eral nonreligious Palestinian national ideal, 
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traditionally represented most prominently 
by the leftist fronts (the Popular Front was 
once one of the most influential organiza-
tions in the Palestinian arena, and during 
certain periods even competed against Fatah 
for leadership).

Over two decades the Palestinians have 
witnessed the failure of their statehood aspi-
rations. In the intervening years between the 
two intifadas, the Palestinian national move-
ment experienced a period of rejuvenation, 
reflected in the unprecedented establishment 
of a semi-sovereign political entity in the ter-
ritories. During this period the Palestinian 
enterprise embodied the efforts to establish 
an independent political system and oper-
ate institutions of government. However, the 
years of confrontation since 2000 have seen 
a gradual erosion of this national endeavor, 
accompanied by a widespread return to 
maximalist concepts of Palestinian national-
ism, including the total implementation of 
the right of return and the liberation of “all 
of Palestine” – even among elements in Fa-
tah, the ruling party, which had stood at the 
helm of nation-building and the diplomatic 
process with Israel. As part of the collapse 
of the central government, many Palestin-
ians attest to a weakening of the already 
elusive and chameleon-like concept of “na-
tional identity.” In place of a primary loyalty 
to the nation, most prominently represented 
by state institutions, a trend is now emerg-
ing towards strengthening the identity that 
provides Palestinians with both an ideologi-
cal and material focus, from the hamula (clan) 
to the home town to the tribe, and extending 
to various Islamic ideologies.

The national divide: Perhaps somewhat 
paradoxically, the two separate regions un-
der occupation comprising the “inside” 
arena acted in fairly synchronized fashion as 

they engaged in the struggle against a com-
mon external enemy. The inhabitants felt that 
their fate lay in unity. During the “state pe-
riod,” however, the situation degenerated to 
a virtually official split between two entities 
controlled by mutually hostile governments, 
movements, and distinct ideologies (the situ-
ation amounted to a “cold civil war,” i.e., a 
split in the state between two regimes, which 
likewise occurred in other cases of civil war, 
such as in Spain, the US, Russia, and China).4 
In this context the actions by Hamas over 
the past two decades as it advanced from 
the margins of the Palestinian arena to the 
leadership helm are particularly significant. 
The movement has instituted a new order in 
“half of Palestine” (the Gaza Strip), and has 
turned a change of government into a change 
of regime. Furthermore, Hamas has achieved 
an unprecedented status for the Muslim 
Brotherhood movement, which succeeded 
in winning democratic elections, forcefully 
overthrowing the existing government, and 
most importantly, simultaneously governing 
and conducting a jihad5 (even if the current 
situation is far from ideal from the perspec-
tive of Hamas, and certainly so from that of 
the Palestinian public).

There has also been a marked change re-
garding the perception of a political process 
and the resistance ideal. Until the outbreak 
of the al-Aqsa intifada, support for a diplo-
matic settlement with Israel along the lines 
of “two states for two peoples” grew increas-
ingly, and gradually overcame the more 
natural tendency toward resistance (i.e., the 
armed struggle as part of the unyielding war 
against Israel). It appears that as long as the 
Palestinians were far from having to deal 
directly with the core issues of a permanent 
settlement and the painful national conces-
sions that it entailed, broad support existed 
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for the principle of a settlement. When, how-
ever, progress in diplomatic negotiations 
with Israel required a trenchant internal de-
bate on the core issues (especially the refu-
gees and Jerusalem), the profound cognitive 
dilemma among the Palestinians surfaced. 
What emerged was the unwillingness of 
most Palestinians to commit to an historic if 
controversial decision, combined with the in-
ability of the leadership to force a painful na-
tional decision on the public. This phenom-
enon was fully exposed during and after the 
2000 Camp David talks, but its signs are also 
discernable in the diplomatic negotiations 
taking place today.

Years of Continuity
Along with the transformations over the two 
decades are points of resemblance between 
the past and the present, which to a large ex-
tent testify to deeply rooted phenomena, in 
particular those long typical of Palestinians’ 
political and social behavior. Perhaps the 
foremost of these is a destructive dynamic 
between the leadership and the street. In 
contrast to many Arab arenas in which a sov-
ereign state has been established and means 
of enforcement and public control (including 
force) have been developed, there is no cen-
tralized government in the Palestinian arena, 
and so public unrest has sometimes consti-
tuted the main thrust underlying profound 
processes and historical events. The Pales-
tinian leadership frequently regards this dy-
namic as a “means” or an “asset” to be chan-
neled against external entities (including 
Israel). In practice, however, the leadership 
loses control of events at the initial stages, 
and eventually is itself damaged by the re-
sulting anarchy. That is what happened in 
1936-39,6 in the first and second intifada, and 
also to a large extent during the Hamas take-

over of the Gaza Strip in the summer of 2007 
(an event led mostly by the movement’s mili-
tary elements). The “street,” which connotes 
a public without direction, or armed gangs 
and elements operating solely at their own 
discretion, is what determines the “national 
direction,” where consequently the leader-
ship’s sphere of influence is quite limited. 
The exception in this context was the state-
building period, which forged enforcement 
mechanisms that wielded some degree of 
influence on the public. This period ended, 
however, in part due to Arafat’s desire to in-
cite the public against Israel after September 
2000, an action that signaled the onset of a 
deterioration that has not yet ended.

The fluctuation between revolution and 
statehood is the most basic formula for un-
derstanding the dynamic of the modern Pal-
estinian arena. For the past sixty years, the 
Palestinians have faced the ongoing dilem-
ma: willingness to accept a state – albeit with 
limited territory (part of the historical Pales-
tine) – and establish a sovereign regime there; 
versus a continued attempt to realize long 
term, non-truncated national goals through 
an ongoing struggle against Israel without 
establishing full sovereignty. Even after the 
initial experience of statehood, large sections 
of the Palestinian arena still refuse to make 
a decision to end this dilemma. This histori-
cal paradox is starkly reflected in the lead-
ership of the Palestinian arena over the past 
few decades: Arafat was a leader who might 
have been able to impose solutions on the 
ground, but he consistently refrained from 
doing so. In contrast, Abu Mazen may prove 
to be a leader willing to make decisions, but 
is probably incapable of implementing them. 
For its part, Hamas rules out any dialogue 
on the matter, and no leader in the national-
ist camp (PLO/Fatah) is emerging (at least 
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at the moment) of a caliber willing or able to 
steer the arena – actually, only the West Bank 
– towards painful national decisions.

Hamas has been the main beneficiary of 
the internal collapse. The vacillation in the 
Palestinian arena between revolution and 
statehood has created a political entity with 
many contradictions: a split between two 
hostile governments; partial international 
recognition and partially governing institu-
tions; partial continuation of an armed con-

frontation with Israel; and 
partial pursuit of a long term 
political settlement. This 
state of affairs is especially 
convenient for parties striv-
ing to preserve a theater of 
perpetual conflict with Israel 
and avoid painful national 
decisions. Hamas reaped the 
most benefits from the first 
intifada, an event that gave 
it a platform to promote it-
self as simultaneously con-
stituting a socio-political 

leadership and a military faction. The first 
intifada created a theater of ongoing con-
flict, which died down somewhat when the 
PA was formed, but was constantly fanned 
by Hamas (and other terrorist elements) 
through the continuation of terrorist at-
tacks. The al-Aqsa intifada created a hybrid 
situation, which Hamas exploited in order to 
strengthen itself, as reflected in its victory in 
the January 2006 parliamentary elections and 
the movement’s takeover of the Gaza Strip in 
June 2007, without ever having to abandon 
the armed struggle or choose between the 
sharply contradictory paths of ideology and 
practical necessity. It appears that this dim 
state of affairs is particularly convenient for 
a “network organization” like Hamas, whose 

modus operandi rules out institutionaliza-
tion and a defined hierarchy, the establish-
ment of clear internal and external boundar-
ies, and orderly decision making processes. 
It has therefore succeeded in maintaining 
itself as both a combat movement and a gov-
erning party, while benefiting from a lack of 
pressure to decide between two antipodes (a 
lesson that to a great extent it learned from 
Fatah, its predecessor as leader of the arena).

What Next?
Twenty years after the outbreak of the intifa-
da, the Palestinian agenda is far from achiev-
ing most of the national goals championed 
by the leaders of 1987 (at least among the 
nationalist camp), chief among them the for-
mation of a state. The state-like rubric built 
through great effort is crumbling, the prin-
ciple of national unity has been undermined, 
no progress has been made in the internal 
dialogue concerning core issues in the dip-
lomatic process, and the future of the talks 
with Israel on a political settlement is uncer-
tain. A comparison between the two periods 
indicates some improvement in the status of 
the Palestinian question (albeit a very mod-
est one): the foundation of some kind of state 
has been established and has won wide-
spread international recognition, and lead-
ing international parties, headed by the US, 
are deeply involved.

None of this is sufficient to improve the 
questionable balance in the current Palestin-
ian situation, but it may perhaps constitute a 
point of departure for a new Palestinian lead-
ership, based on “inside” elements in the na-
tionalist faction from the generation that led 
the intifada with a solid popular foundation 
(headed by Marwan Barghouti). Even though 
there is no guarantee that this will occur, the 
possibility exists that such a leadership will 
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be willing and able to improve the negative 
strategic position of the PA, at least in the 
West Bank (it is not likely that such a change 
can be achieved in the Gaza Strip in the fore-
seeable future). In the event that this scenario 
also fails to materialize (its likelihood in any 
case ranges from unclear to slight, owing in 
part to the fact that no such defined group 
exists), Israel is likely in a number of years to 
face two grave scenarios: a decline into the 
reality of a bi-national state, and the forma-
tion of an independent, hostile, and aggres-
sive Palestinian entity on the other side of 
the Green Line, probably under the leader-
ship of Hamas.

From a broad regional perspective, the 
course of the Palestinian issue over the past 
two decades reflects the situation of the 
greater Middle East. A number of severe 
fundamental problems common to the en-
tire theater are manifested in the Palestinian 
arena: an increased crippling of the institu-
tion of the state as a result of both internal 
and external pressure; great difficulty in 
establishing an “era of diplomatic agree-
ments” in the region; and the strengthening 
of non-state elements (particularly extreme 
Islamists), which are fomenting ideologies of 
resistance and hostility to Israel and the US. 
Notable in this context are Iraq and Lebanon, 
in addition to the Palestinian arena. The split 
in the Palestinian entity between a govern-
ment of “agreement” and a government of 
“resistance” therefore constitutes a reflec-
tion of the greater region’s internal bi-polar 
struggle. No conclusion to this struggle is on 
the horizon.

Notes
1	 Two parliamentary elections were held in the 

PA: in January 1996 and January 2006.

2	 Prominent representatives of this group in 
Fatah include Marwan al-Barghouti, Muham-
mad Dahlan, Jibril al-Rajoub, and Hassayn al-
Sheikh.

3	 George Habash founded the Popular Front on 
December 11, 1967, and served as its secretary 
general for many years. He died in January 
2008.

4	 There is nevertheless a key difference between 
these precedents and the Palestinian case. In 
previous examples, the two governments 
formed following the civil wars were in geo-
graphically adjacent areas. This situation also 
made it possible for one of the sides to conquer 
the other. Such a situation does not exist in the 
Palestinian arena, where the two existing gov-
ernments are geographically separated, with 
no direct contact through which any military 
confrontation could take place, let alone the 
conquest of one side by the other.

5	 For the sake of comparison, the Muslim 
Brotherhood takes part in elections in Egypt 
and Jordan, but the local governments limit 
its power (by forging election results, among 
other methods). In Algeria, the Islamic move-
ment won the initial rounds of the parliamen-
tary elections (1991-92), but the state military 
canceled the elections, thereby preventing 
the Muslim Brotherhood from taking control 
over the country. In Turkey, the local Islamic 
movement managed to rise to power through 
democratic elections, but its power has consis-
tently been blocked by the military. In Sudan, 
the Islamic movement succeeded in gaining 
power for a few years, but through a military 
coup and not democratic elections.

6	 The events began as an initiative of the Pales-
tinian urban elite to promote protest against 
the British Mandate and the Jewish commu-
nities. The national leadership rapidly lost its 
ability to control events, which were taken 
over by armed gangs subject to no authority 
and composed almost exclusively of villagers 
or immigrants from villages to cities. These 
gangs greatly damaged the standing of the 
national leadership, in part by assassinating a 
large proportion of its representatives.
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In January 2007 the Democrats gained 
control of both houses of Congress, de-
termined to use their newfound power in 

order to wind down the American military 
presence in Iraq. In the United States, how-
ever, a congressional majority is not enough 
to force a change in policy, let alone regarding 
military affairs. The president can veto any 
legislation (a veto that can be overturned by 
a two-thirds majority in Congress), and chal-
lenge the constitutionality of congressional 
acts on military issues based on his position 
as commander-in-chief of the armed forces. 
Furthermore, Democrats face hurdles even 
on the way to overriding a veto. According 
to procedural rules in the Senate, sixty votes 
are needed in order to close the debate be-
fore a vote on a resolution can be conducted 
(”motion to invoke cloture”). The Democrat-
ic majority in the House of Representatives 

(233-202) could act on the issue to its heart 
content, but the paper thin majority in the 
Senate (51-49) could not even close debates 
in order to vote. Thus, beyond a potential 
need to overturn a presidential veto, the Re-
publican minority in the Senate is pivotal. 

The Past
In 2007 the Democrats tried several times to 
chart a new course for American military de-
ployment in Iraq. In January President Bush 
not only ignored the recommendation of the 
bipartisan Baker-Hamilton panel (the ISG 
– Iraq Study Group) to reduce gradually the 
role of the American military in Iraq, but in 
fact ordered a “temporary surge” of almost 
30,000 additional troops. Only seven Repub-
lican senators bolted to vote with forty-nine 
Democrats against this strategy, four votes 
short of the sixty required to end a filibuster.2 

American Troops in Iraq: 
Whither the Republican 

Minority
Roni Bart

Come spring 2008, Congress will once again take up the issue of 
reducing the number of American troops in Iraq.1 Unless afterwards 
there is a dramatic change for the worse on the ground, this will likely 
be the last time that this Congress tries to assert its influence on the is-
sue, given the election season to follow. As during 2007, paradoxical 
though it might sound, the Republican minority will play a decisive 
role in the political interaction. Hitherto, almost all Republicans stood 
by their president’s refusal to withdraw American troops from Iraq; a 
significant number might change their tune knowing that elections are 
a mere six months ahead.
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In the summer, the Democrats’ prospects 
looked better, given the slow military impact 
of the surge in Iraq and the political stale-
mate there. Additional Republicans voiced 
reservations about the administration’s pol-
icy, and some indicated their willingness to 
vote for moderate proposals to change it (set 
flexible timetables for withdrawal, mandate 
a change of mission, implement the ISG rec-
ommendations, rescind the 2002 resolution 
authorizing the war). However, by mid-Sep-
tember, first signs of military success and 
convincing congressional testimony offered 
by the American commander in Iraq General 
David Petraeus and his civilian counterpart 
Ambassador Ryan Crocker stalled this mo-
mentum. Petraeus’s promise to start reduc-
ing the surge brigades before Christmas 2007 
and bring down the number of troops to the 
pre-surge level by summer 2008 provided 
cover for wavering Republicans. White 
House and Pentagon pressure did the rest. 
The only Democratic proposal that stood a 
chance was an amendment to mandate lon-
ger home leaves for troops (thus indirectly 
and over the long run reducing the number 
of troops). However, after the Pentagon con-
vinced influential Senator John Warner of 
Virginia (the ranking minority member on 
the Armed Services Committee) of the mo-
tion’s negative operational impact, several 
Republicans joined him in withdrawing sup-
port, leaving only six of their colleagues to 
vote with the Democrats (one less than at the 
beginning of the year).

The Democrats also tried resorting to 
purse strings, though with no success. In the 
spring, Congress approved the president’s 
budget for the war in Iraq, but attached a 
timetable for withdrawal. Republicans did 
not obstruct the process, so as not to block 
war funding. When Bush vetoed the bill (as 

he had warned he would), the Democrats re-
approved it without conditions (as they had 
signaled they would) so as not to shoulder 
the responsibility for blocking funds required 
for American troops at war. In November, 
when the president asked for $200 billion for 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Demo-
crats submitted a bill (the Orderly and Re-
sponsible Iraq Redeployment Appropriation 
Act) authorizing only $50 billion with strings 
attached: a narrowing of the mission to focus 
on counterterrorism and training; withdraw-
al to begin within thirty days; and a goal (not 
a deadline) of full withdrawal by December 
2008. This time the Republicans prevented 
cloture by threatening a filibuster, and the 
Democrats relented again.

  
The Situation in Iraq 
Given the improvement in the security situ-
ation in Iraq, there is seemingly no reason to 
expect a change in attitude on the part of the 
Republican minority. However, for a number 
of reasons, that might not necessarily be the 
case. First, in his testimony General Petraeus 
did not offer an explanation why a surge-
driven improvement will not dissipate when 
the surge troops are withdrawn during the 
first half of 2008 and security responsibility 
shifts to unproven Iraqi forces. For that and 
other reasons, a decline in the security situ-
ation may occur. Second, according to a No-
vember Pew poll, 48 percent believe that the 
war effort is going well (up from 30 percent 
in February), but a consistent proportion of 
Americans – 54 percent – nevertheless want 
to bring the troops home as soon as possible. 
Either regression in the security situation or 
consistent public opinion might change Re-
publican attitudes.

Above all, perhaps, is that contrary to the 
surge rationale – “enhanced security will en-

Even if the 
monthly rate 
of American 
casualties 
stabilizes at a 
quarter of its 
previous peak, 
voters will be 
receptive to 
the Democratic 
argument 
against 
sustaining a 
bloody and 
hopeless 
presence in 
Iraq.

Volume 10, No. 4, Febroary 2008 73



able political conciliation and stabilization” 
– increased security is as yet not channeled 
by Iraqi factions toward bridging the sectar-
ian gulf. There has been no progress on leg-
islative agreement on any of the main bench-
marks: constitutional changes, regional elec-
tions, reversal of the de-Baathification of the 
public sector (i.e., re-hiring Sunnis expelled 
from government service in 2003), and man-
agement of the oil sector (i.e., proportional 
distribution of oil revenues between the 
three main groups). This lack of progress has 
actually been highlighted by signs that the 
American administration is now focused on 
more modest goals: renewing the UN man-
date for the coalition’s military presence in 
Iraq; passing the national budget in the Iraqi 
parliament; and negotiating a long term 
agreement on bilateral relations with Iraq. 
There is less talk about “reconciliation” and 
more about “accommodation.” 

Furthermore, some aspects of the im-
proved security situation are in fact putting 
pressure on the political system. Sunni refu-
gees are returning to find their homes occu-
pied by Shiites, and tens of thousands of Sun-

ni ex-insurgents are blocked by 
the Shiite government from orga-
nizing neighborhood police-like 
patrols. Some Sunnis are more 
than hinting that now that al-Qa-
eda is on the run they will soon 
be turning on the Shiite extrem-
ist militias. Thus, by spring 2008, 
the worst case will be renewed 
conflagration, and the best case 
might well be a continued po-
litical stalemate with American 
soldiers mired between and/or 
against both sides. 

Democrats, while acknowl-
edging the security gains, are 

emphasizing precisely this problem. In the 
words of Democratic presidential candidate 
Senator Hillary Clinton: “The fundamental 
point here is that the purpose of the surge 
was to create space for political reconcilia-
tion and that has not happened, and there is 
no indication that it is going to happen, or 
that the Iraqis will meet the political bench-
marks. We need to stop refereeing their civil 
war and start getting out of it.”3 Thus, even 
in a best case scenario, in which the monthly 
rate of American casualties stabilizes at a 
quarter of its previous peak (about thirty), 
the voters will be receptive to the Democrat-
ic argument against sustaining a bloody and 
hopeless presence in Iraq. 

Election Politics
Beyond the situation in Iraq, another im-
portant factor in the equation will be the 
political status of the Republican Party. An 
American president, especially if he is un-
popular, is usually labeled a lame duck after 
the mid-term elections of his second term. 
Yet even a popular president turns “lame” 
after his party settles on his successor. The 
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party’s presidential nominee is its leader and 
flag-bearer, even if the outgoing president is 
from the same party. Given the early sched-
ule of the primaries, the Republican nominee 
might be anointed (formally or informally) 
by the spring, and he might prefer not to fol-
low Bush’s lead on Iraq.

While criticizing the administration’s past 
mistakes, all five who were leading contend-
ers for the Republican presidential nomina-
tion support current policy on Iraq. That 
might change either due to the decline of 
the security situation or a continued politi-
cal stalemate, or when the primaries are over 
and the Republican nominee shifts to address 
independent voters and moderate Democrats 
rather than die-hard Republicans. If Sena-
tor John McCain gains the nomination, his 
principled insistence on staying the course 
in Iraq will likely not change. Rudolph Giu-
liani might have been just as committed, but 
the rhetoric of Fred Thompson, Mitt Romney, 
and Mike Huckabee exhibited some potential 
for flexibility. Fifty-five percent of Americans 
support the withdrawal of American troops, 
especially independents. No Republican 
nominee will want to hand his Democratic 
opponent such a winning hand on an issue 
that is by far the most important one to the 
electorate. At the end of 2007, even with the 
improving security situation on the ground, 
34 percent chose Iraq as the most important 
problem facing the nation (with the economy 
coming in second with 14 percent). Further-
more, even if the nominee will not wish to 
moderate his position, congressional Repub-
licans might prefer to learn from the past. 
They still blame Bush for their 2006 mid-term 
debacle because he dismissed Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld only after the elec-
tions. Pressure will be exerted by congressio-
nal candidates on the party’s leader to save 

the party’s electoral fortunes in time.
The Republican Party in general, and es-

pecially its senatorial caucus, is entering the 
election year in a distinct state of inferior-
ity. Five years ago, Americans identifying 
themselves politically were evenly divided 
between both parties, which had 43 percent 
support each. Nowadays the Democrats en-
joy a 15 percent gap: 50-35. The Democratic 
Party’s net favorability rate is +6 (51 percent 
view it favorably while 45 percent view it un-
favorably); the Republican Party’s is -17 (39-
56). Fifty-four percent want the Democrats to 
control the next Congress, versus 40 percent 
who prefer the Republicans. In the Senate, 
Republicans are defending twenty-one seats 
(including harder-to-defend six seats of retir-
ing senators) versus the Democrats’ twelve 
(no retirees). They are also handicapped by 
a financial disadvantage: the Democrats’ 
Senate Campaign Committees have $23 mil-
lion versus the Republicans’ $10 million. All 
this makes vulnerable senators running for 
re-election more likely to pressure the lead-
ership, and less likely to toe the party’s un-
popular line on Iraq.

If in the spring following a new Petrae-
us-Crocker report the Democrats will try to 
advance moderate rather than extreme pro-
posals, they can count on at least eight Re-
publican senators who supported such mea-
sures in the past, half of whom are up for 
re-election in antiwar states. Beyond these 
eight, there are at least eleven Republicans 
on record as criticizing the administration or 
considering votes against its wishes, two of 
whom are also up for re-election and face dif-
ficult campaigns. Of these eleven, Democrats 
need pick only three more in order to reach 
sixty, the number needed for blocking a fili-
buster. Given the political circumstances this 
may yet happen. 
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Conclusion
Politics aside, there are no good options for 
the United States in Iraq. While acknowl-
edging the negative effects of a withdrawal, 
Democrats support it nonetheless, arguing 
that American troops neither can nor should 
bring an end to an Iraqi civil war. On the oth-
er hand, most Republicans recognize the cost 
of a continued robust military presence but 
believe it is outweighed by the cost of pre-
cipitous withdrawal. Perhaps politics nearly 
always trumps policy considerations, but it 
is easier to factor in when cost-benefit analy-
sis of policy options is so problematic.

It is likely that the political stalemate in 
Iraq will continue, that the Democratic con-
gressional majority will succeed in keeping 
the issue on the public agenda despite im-
proved security, and that President Bush will 
not agree to withdraw additional forces from 
Iraq in 2008 beyond the surge troops. Under 
such circumstances, Republicans, especially 
those running for office (all House members, 
some senators, perhaps even the eventual 
presidential nominee), will be pressured to 
exhibit flexibility or risk the wrath of the 
voters. It is therefore more likely than ever 
before that Democrats will pick up enough 
Republican senators in order to bring mo-
tions to a vote. That, however, might not suf-
fice since the president can still exercise his 
veto. But should he do that, Bush will put the 
Republicans even more on the spot because 
they will have to uphold his veto by prevent-
ing the Democrats from overturning it with 
two-thirds majorities. Such a showdown will 
highlight the Republicans as the unpopular 
war party, a label they do not need in an elec-
tion year; Republicans might in fact pressure 
the White House in order to prevent such a 
scenario. Thus, for purely political reasons, 
the Republican pivotal minority might en-

able a change in policy toward an expedited 
withdrawal of American troops from Iraq.

If Bush succeeds in holding his party in 
line, either without or with a veto, the Re-
publicans will pay an electoral price, whose 
extent depends on the Democrats’ success in 
making this a high profile campaign issue. 
Were a Republican to be elected president 
in November, Iraq policy will be deadlocked 
given the near certainty of Democrats retain-
ing their congressional majority. If, on the 
other hand, Democrats either force Bush’s 
hand or reach some kind of compromise with 
him, there will be two main outcomes. First, 
the United States will commence winding 
down its military presence in Iraq, with all 
the positive and negative effects that follow. 
Second, Iraq will recede as a campaign issue, 
perhaps even gradually attaining bipartisan 
consensus. The next president will inherit 
a much more manageable situation, facing 
“only” the Iraqi conundrum, with much less 
partisan opposition. That by itself would be 
a significant contribution to American policy, 
even if it comes about from purely political 
calculations by the Republican minority.

Notes
1	 My thanks to Limor Simhony and Carolina 

Laserna for their assistance with this research.
2	 Democrats need eleven Republicans to reach 

sixty votes, despite having a caucus of fifty-
one, because of the two independents caucus-
ing with them. Joseph Lieberman (Connecti-
cut) is a staunch supporter of Bush’s policy in 
Iraq; and Bernie Sanders (Vermont) will not 
automatically side with the Democrats on Iraq 
either. 

3	 Quoted in Patrick Healy, “As Democrats See 
Security Gains, Tone Shifts,” New York Times, 
November 25, 2007, http://www.nytimes.
com/2007/11/25/us/politics/25dems.
html?ref=politics.
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Ever since the end of the Cold War and 
the disintegration of the USSR, there 
has been a heated debate in the United 

States about nuclear weapons use doctrine. 
Over the years, the primary purpose of the 
American nuclear arsenal was to deter the 
USSR from invading Western Europe, and to 
deter the USSR and China from using their 
nuclear weapons against the US and its al-
lies. In its various phases, American nuclear 
strategy involved the possibility of using nu-
clear weapons not necessarily only as retali-
ation for use by others, and the United States 
refused to commit itself to a “no first use” 
policy. Nonetheless, in practice most of the 
nuclear warfare programs in the US, which 
affected the buildup of nuclear capability, fo-
cused on deterrence of nuclear threats.

Today the use of nuclear weapons or the 
threat to do so is raised also in relation to two 
central purposes that differ from deterrence 
of the nuclear threat. Indeed, over the last 
few years there has been a tendency to ac-
cuse George W. Bush of having lowered the 
nuclear threshold. The claim is that Bush has 
integrated the possibility of nuclear weap-
ons use into warfare plans against non-nu-
clear threats, as a deterrent against chemical 
and biological threats, and especially to at-
tack well-fortified targets that conventional 
weapons cannot destroy – the HDBTs (Hard 
and Deeply Buried Targets), such as control 
centers and storage sites of non-conventional 
weapons. To this end, the ostensible advan-
tage of nuclear weapons lies in their destruc-
tive rather than their deterrent capabilities. In 
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particular, critics of the Bush administration 
stress that the president has not concealed 
his interest in developing new generations 
of nuclear weapons, with an emphasis on 
bombs with improved earth penetrating ca-
pabilities to destroy underground targets.1

However, a thorough examination of the 
American nuclear doctrine reveals that to a 
large extent, it has remained consistent since 
the 1990s. In fact, the formal institutionaliza-
tion of the same elements of the doctrine G. 
W. Bush is accused of creating actually oc-
curred during the Clinton administration.

Over the past few months, the issue of 
the doctrine on using nuclear weapons has 
arisen in the debates between the various 
candidates in the current presidential race. In 
light of the criticism leveled against the Bush 
administration and its nuclear doctrine, it 
was to be expected that the various candi-
dates, Democrats especially, would be called 
on to change the current doctrine in one way 
or another. However, in practice, at least at 
this stage, most of the candidates express 
their support for the current doctrine. The 
candidates seem to be reserving their criti-
cism on the nuclear question for issues such 
as a prospective new generation of nuclear 
weapons, the size of the nuclear arsenal, and 
American’s non-proliferation policy.

The Bush Sr. Administration
In many respects, the turning point in Ameri-
can attitudes to expanding the function of nu-
clear weapons beyond deterrence of nuclear 
threats or preventing a conventional defeat is 
found in the 1991 Gulf War and the adminis-
tration of George Herbert Walker Bush.

As part of the efforts to deter Iraq from 
using its chemical and biological weapons 
against coalition troops and US allies, the 
administration of the elder Bush adopted a 

doctrine that was termed “calculated ambi-
guity.” The idea of hinting at the possibility 
that Iraqi use of non-conventional weapons 
could bring the United States to retaliate with 
nuclear weapons lay behind this doctrine.2 In 
practice, the administration decided to reject 
the idea of nuclear retaliation even were Iraq 
to use chemical or biological weapons.3 And, 
while Iraq did not use its non-conventional 
weapons, many believed – and still believe 
– that the implied threat of nuclear retalia-
tion played a significant role in that decision. 
This strengthened the claim that nuclear 
weapons have an important function even 
against non-nuclear threats.

The United States National Security Strat-
egy of August 1991 stated in relation to the 
deterrence function of nuclear weapons that 
the changes underway in Eastern Europe 
lessened the importance of these weapons in 
relation to known threats. Instead, the Unit-
ed States was to prepare for possible threats 
from nations or leaders who might think 
they have little to lose by using weapons of 
mass destruction.4 The accepted definition of 
a weapon of mass destruction includes nu-
clear, biological, and chemical weapons.

While emphasizing the deterrence aspect 
of nuclear weapons with regard to non-nu-
clear threats, the Bush administration also 
started to place greater emphasis on the pos-
sibility of using nuclear weapons against 
well-fortified targets. During the Gulf War, 
all such ideas were rejected out of hand, but 
in June 1992 there came a change in the nu-
clear warfare plans of the United States. In 
the wake of directives by Richard Cheney, 
then secretary of defense and now vice presi-
dent, the plan also – and for the first time –in-
cluded the possibility of using nuclear weap-
ons against Third World countries engaged 
in developing weapons of mass destruction. 
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The nuclear weapons were meant to serve as 
a means of attacking well fortified weapons 
arsenals and not only as a deterrent against 
possible use of a nuclear device.5

The Clinton Administration
If the administration of George Bush Sr. was 
the one to expand the functions and pur-
poses of nuclear weapons, it was the Clin-
ton administration that followed that was 
responsible for formally institutionalizing 
these changes.

From the outset, the Clinton administra-
tion sought to adhere to its predecessor’s nu-
clear doctrine. Official documents from that 
time state that the primary function of nucle-
ar weapons is to serve as a deterrent against 
weapons of mass destruction, particularly 
nuclear ones, and to serve as a buffer in case 
of a significant conventional threat.6 At the 
same time, in February 1997 it became known 
that as part of the administration’s efforts 
to convince the Senate to ratify the Chemi-
cal Weapons Convention (CWC), President 
Clinton agreed to establish formally that the 
United States would be prepared to respond 
with nuclear weapons in case chemical 
weapons were used against it.7 Two months 
later, the CWC was ratified by the Senate, 
and in November of that year President Clin-
ton signed the PDD-60, a directive dealing 
with the doctrine for nuclear weapons use. 
The contents of the document remain clas-
sified, but from details that appeared in the 
media it would seem that it stated explicitly 
that the United States is likely to use nuclear 
weapons even against non-nuclear threats.8 
According to some publications, the docu-
ment also included a list of nations against 
which the United States must be prepared to 
use nuclear weapons in response to their use 
of weapons of mass destruction, even if non-

nuclear. Among the countries mentioned 
were Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Libya.9

Like the previous administration, the 
Clinton administration also clarified that it 
was not rejecting outright the use of nuclear 
weapons as a means of attacking well-forti-
fied targets, including sites suspected of stor-
ing non-conventional weapons. The most bla-
tant reference, one that spurred widespread 
public debate, was a statement made in 1996 
by the then-Secretary of Defense William 
Perry, according to which there is a possibil-
ity that the United States would use nuclear 
weapons against a Libyan facility suspected 
of being a chemical weapons factory.10

The Bush Jr. Administration
The question of nuclear doctrine did not earn 
significant mention during the 2000 election 
campaign. The G. W. Bush administration 
continued its predecessor’s doctrine, and 
even sought to emphasize this continuity.11 
At the same time, to a certain extent an at-
tempt was made to minimize the dominance 
of nuclear weapons as a de-
terrent against non-nuclear 
threats, in order to strengthen 
the claims on the need for a 
missile defense system. Thus, 
for example, during the Senate 
hearings for his confirmation 
as secretary of defense, Donald 
Rumsfeld said that it would be 
improper to base deterrence against weapons 
of mass destruction on a threat of massive re-
taliation unless it were necessary to combine 
nuclear and non-nuclear capabilities.12

This approach by the administration was 
likewise expressed in the comprehensive 
Nuclear Posture Review of December 2001. 
This review repeated that the United States 
continues to view nuclear weapons as a de-
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terrent against weapons of mass destruction, 
including chemical and biological weapons, 
but there is also a need to develop conven-
tional attack capabilities along with defen-
sive ones.13

While the administration of the young-
er Bush focused on the deterrent nature of 
nuclear weapons, the thrust of the criticism 

against him actually 
focused on the idea of 
using nuclear weapons 
to attack well-fortified 
targets. Thus, for ex-
ample, the American 
media accused the 
administration of di-
recting the Pentagon 
to prepare plans for 

using nuclear weapons against non-nuclear 
nations such as Iran and Iraq.14 Instead of re-
ferring directly to this criticism, the adminis-
tration chose to divert the discussion to the 
deterrence aspect, and repeated its threat 
to use nuclear weapons against weapons of 
mass destruction.15 This lack of distinction 
between the deterrent function of nuclear 
weapons and the expansion of their role on 
the battlefield created some confusion re-
garding the nuclear doctrine, a situation that 
only grew worse as criticism mounted.

In September 2002, the president signed 
directive NSPD-17 entitled “National Strate-
gy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction.” 
The non-classified part of the document stated 
inter alia that the United States would contin-
ue to reserve the right to respond decisively 
– which included use of all options at its dis-
posal – should weapons of mass destruction 
be used against it, its troops, or its allies.16 Ac-
cording to the media, the classified version of 
the document changed the phrase “including 
through resort to all of our options” to “in-

cluding potentially nuclear weapons.”17 The 
administration refused to relate to the pub-
lication of the classified version, but stated, 
with a certain amount of justification, that 
there had been no change in doctrine.18

The publication of NSPD-17 aroused 
widespread criticism of the administration, 
both at home and abroad. This criticism pri-
marily grew out of broader criticism regard-
ing the Bush administration’s behavior in the 
international arena, specifically regarding 
Iraq.19 The National Security Strategy made 
public by the administration at the same 
time, which stressed notions such as preemp-
tion and unilateral action,20 caused many to 
interpret the NSPD-17 as an attempt to ready 
the stage and public opinion for possible use 
of nuclear weapons against Iraq.

During the 2003 Iraq War, the Bush ad-
ministration maintained opacity regarding 
the question of the possible response to Iraqi 
use of weapons of mass destruction. In tan-
dem with the threat of destructive retaliation, 
the administration made sure to declare that 
it would exact a high personal toll of every 
Iraqi involved in operating weapons of mass 
destruction. By contrast, at that time it was 
impossible to find official reference to the 
possibility of using nuclear weapons against 
well-fortified targets in Iraq.

From 2003, the American media did not 
devote much coverage to the issue of nuclear 
weapons doctrine. However, lately there has 
been a resurgence of interest in the topic. 
Last July a short document signed by the sec-
retary of state, the secretary of defense, and 
the secretary of energy was made public. It 
represents an introduction to a more compre-
hensive examination of the nuclear position 
overall. The document, entitled “National 
Security and Nuclear Weapons: Maintain-
ing Deterrence in the 21st Century,” states 
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that the United States must maintain cred-
ible nuclear capabilities to be able to deter 
and respond to the use of weapons of mass 
destruction against the United States and its 
allies.21 This time too the term “weapons of 
mass destruction” was chosen in order to 
hint that the function of nuclear weapons is 
also to deter chemical and biological threats. 
This time, unlike previous instances, neither 
the American nor the international media 
dealt with the document in depth.

To date the main discourse over the nu-
clear policy of the Bush administration has 
centered on the question of developing new 
generations of nuclear weapons and the 
question of the size of the nuclear arsenal. 
The Bush administration sees renewing the 
nuclear arsenal as a vital factor in maintain-
ing American deterrence capability. The ad-
ministration stresses that its plan to produce 
a new generation of nuclear weapons does 
not include new operational capabilities such 
as penetrating bunkers, but rather combines 
greater credibility and safety from unauthor-
ized use.22 There is a clear attempt on the 
part of the administration to deflect criticism 
of the ostensible expansion of the doctrine of 
nuclear weapons use.

The 2008 Presidential Campaign
While the central issues of the 2008 presiden-
tial election campaign center on maintaining 
a presence in Iraq and economic and domes-
tic topics, the doctrine of nuclear weapons 
use has somewhat surprisingly become a 
subject of argument among the candidates 
and raised repeatedly in the various presi-
dential debates. The campaign has again 
brought the issue to the front pages, and it 
is earning much mention in the media. The 
emphasis here has been not on the use of 
nuclear weapons as a deterrent against non-

nuclear threats, rather on the use of nuclear 
weapons against well-fortified targets.

The question of nuclear weapons use en-
tered the presidential campaign during the 
June debate between the Republican can-
didates. Among the questions asked of the 
candidates was the following: in case they 
were elected, would they be willing to con-
sider using nuclear weapons against Iran’s 
nuclear installations? Then-candidate Rudy 
Giuliani responded that that such an attack 
could probably be managed using conven-
tional weapons, but that as president it was 
impossible to rule out anything and that no 
option should be taken off the table.23 Mitt 
Romney said that he too thought that all op-
tions should remain on the table.

In August, the issue of nuclear weapons 
doctrine spilled over to the Democratic Party 
race, though this time not in the context of 
Iran. In response to the question if nuclear 
weapons should be considered against ter-
rorist targets in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
Senator Barack Obama answered that that it 
would be a mistake to consider using nucle-
ar weapons in any circumstance. He added 
that the nuclear option is not on the table.24 
Later, Obama noted that he did not know of 
a single military expert who 
recommends using nuclear 
weapons against terrorist tar-
gets.

These statements by 
Obama invited widespread 
criticism among the other 
Democratic candidates. Sena-
tor Hillary Clinton cautioned 
that presidents must be care-
ful when they refer to circumstances in which 
nuclear weapons would or would not be 
used, and that since the Cold War American 
presidents had used nuclear deterrence in or-
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der to maintain peace.25 Clinton’s words con-
tradicted what she herself had said in April 
2006. At that time, when asked if the United 
States ought to consider using nuclear weap-
ons against Iran’s nuclear installations, she 
answered that while the United States must 
keep all options open, the nuclear option 
should not be on the table.26 Clinton later 
tried to explain the contradiction by saying 
that in 2006 she was asked about specific cir-
cumstances for using nuclear weapons.27

Nothing New Under the Sun?
Thus since the early 1990s, there has not been 
an essential change in the nuclear doctrine of 
the United States. Despite the fact that during 
this period three different presidents from 
two political parties sat in the White House, 
the United States chose to maintain a doctrine 
that does not rule out nuclear weapons use 

even against non-nuclear threats. The United 
States still views nuclear weapons as a pri-
mary means of deterrence not only against 
nuclear weapons but also against chemical 
and biological ones. At the same time, the 
United States is not prepared to reject the 
possibility of nuclear weapons use not only 
for deterrence but also as a means of attack-
ing well-fortified targets that conventional 
weapons cannot destroy successfully.

While relatively speaking there has been 
virtually no criticism of the primary func-
tion of nuclear weapons, i.e., deterrence 
against nuclear threats, over the years much 
criticism has been leveled at the two other 
functions of these weapons in the Ameri-
can nuclear doctrine. However, despite this 
criticism, three administrations chose to in-
stitutionalize these functions in the doctrine 
and often even repeated their support of 
the doctrine in public. In this vein, then, the 
criticism leveled against G. W. Bush for his 
drive to lower the nuclear threshold and his 
retention of the right to use nuclear weap-
ons against non-nuclear threats should be 
seen in the main as an outgrowth of the more 
general criticism of the Bush administration 
and its foreign policy. In the context of deal-
ing with the challenges of non-conventional 
weapons, the central criticism stems from the 
decision of this administration to go to war 
in Iraq; the announcement on withdrawing 
from the ABM convention, which limited 
the development and deployment of mis-
sile defense systems; the negotiations about 
nuclear cooperation with India, which is not 
a signatory to the Non-Proliferation Treaty; 
and other administration initiatives intended 
to augment and upgrade the nuclear arsenal. 
However, in practice, in everything having 
to do with basic principles of the doctrine of 
nuclear weapons use, it is difficult to point 
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to any essential change made during the ad-
ministration of the younger Bush.28

To date, despite some fine differences be-
tween the candidates running for president, 
it seems that the accepted approach is that the 
United States should continue to adhere to 
its nuclear doctrine, including its more con-
troversial aspects. Yet notwithstanding their 
support of his nuclear doctrine in practice, 
the Democratic candidates focus their criti-
cism on Bush’s notions of upgrading nuclear 
weapons systems in order to separate their 
positions from his. It would seem that elect-
ing a Democratic candidate as president will 
end these initiatives, unless they are rejected 
first by Congress.

At the same time, it is possible that since 
of late important American media publica-
tions have included a host of editorials call-
ing on candidates to support a doctrine of “no 
first use” of nuclear weapons, this will bring 
about a change in the candidates’ statements 
on the topic. At present, however, the likeli-
hood of that is not high, and it will almost 
certainly remain that way at least until after 
the next comprehensive Nuclear Posture Re-
view that is to take place, in response to pres-
sure by Congress, by the end of 2009.29
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Back to the Cold War?
Putin has orchestrated moves to return Rus-
sia to center stage by creating a new global 
reality. On August 17, 2007, Putin announced 
that Russian bombers were again on patrol 
around the world after these flights were 
suspended in 1991 when the Soviet empire 
collapsed. He added that the planes were 
on “battle alert.” On September 4, Putin an-
nounced that twelve of its bombers would 
be training to fire cruise missiles at the Arc-
tic Circle. One day later, two Tupolev TU-95 
bombers neared Canadian territory close to 
Inuvik, on the Beaufort Sea. The Canadian 
air force responded by immediately sending 
two CT-18 fighter jets to intercept them and 
succeeded in fending them off. This was the 

first time in over ten years that Russian fight-
er planes have come close to sovereign Ca-
nadian territory. Lieutenant General Angus 
Watt, commander of the Canadian air force, 
responded by saying, “This is an old chal-
lenge that has reemerged.” In recent months, 
similar reports have come out of England, 
Norway, and Guam, and as in the Cold War 
days, Russian fighter jets are flying up and 
down the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of the 
United States. Indeed, the Pentagon too has 
announced that Russian bombers and ships 
are again patrolling the shores of the US, as 
they did at the height of the Cold War.

Over the last year, the Russian leader, who 
enjoys widespread support at home despite 
– or perhaps because of – his sidestepping 
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of principles of democracy, has confronted 
Western policies, and in particular those of 
the United States, claiming that in the 1990s 
the US disregarded and discounted Russias 
interests, and took advantage of its economic 
weakness in order to humiliate it. Putin in 
particular was angered by the United States’ 
desire to build anti-missile defense bases and 
early warning systems along Russia’s borders 
in former Warsaw Pact countries such as the 
Czech Republic and Poland. He has called 
US policy “unilateral,” and with vagueness 
that is understood very well by the Rus-
sian public, has compared current American 
policy to the policy of Nazi Germany on the 
eve of World War II. Putin compared the US 
desire to station missiles in Eastern Europe 
to the June 1941 German attack on the So-
viet Union, despite the Ribbentrop-Molotov 
pact. Lately, Russia has ignored agreements 
it has with the West and with NATO, and 
has tried to secure its sovereignty over vast, 
oil-rich areas at the North Pole. In confron-
tational fashion, Russia sent submarines to 
the North Pole and hoisted the Russian flag 
there. The United States, Canada, Denmark, 
and Norway ignored Russia’s action, view-
ing it as nothing more than a symbolic act, 
in effect meaningless, and the crisis passed. 
However, this has not stopped the Russians 
from insisting from time to time on their sov-
ereignty over the area. The West has decided 
to respond with thunderous silence or to 
look at the whole affair as a fairly unsuccess-
ful stunt. Putin has also accused England of 
foolishness because of its investigation of the 
“nuclear murder” of former KGB agent Alex-
ander Litvinenko in London.

Russia’s neighbors too, former members 
of the Commonwealth of Independent States, 
have felt the Russian pressure and renewed 
aggression. For a short period of time, Rus-

sia suspended the supply of natural gas to 
Ukraine, and limited the import of wine and 
water from Georgia and fired unarmed mis-
siles into its territory – a clear message to a 
country that is particularly friendly with the 
US. Moreover, in the first so-called cyber-war 
in history, Russia paralyzed the computer 
system of the Estonian government. In 2004, 
Putin even succeeded in changing the geo-
political map via agreements of understand-
ing with China, and thus brought to an end 
many decades of distrust and suspicion be-
tween Russia and China. Putin has expanded 
and intensified economic cooperation with 
China, and has even solved the problem of 
border conflicts via a series of agreements. In 
September 2007, Russia, China, and four for-
mer Soviet Republics in Asia – Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgistan – con-
verted the Shanghai accords into a vehicle 
for cooperation, in a new Eastern version of 
the Warsaw Pact, with joint military maneu-
vers in the Ural Mountains. 

Putin: Russia’s National Trumpet
Since assuming the presidency, Putin has 
made it his aim to restore Russia to its for-
mer status as a power with global influence 
and to rival the international weight of the 
United States, the European Union, and Chi-
na. In order to attain this goal, he has con-
solidated his rule at home, and embarked on 
a policy whose goal is the expansion of Rus-
sian influence throughout the world. Indeed, 
Russia has begun to emphasize its influence 
and renewed importance in many arenas. It 
has threatened to use its veto right in the UN 
to obstruct Kosovo independence; interfered 
with and prevented the use of sanctions 
against Iran; sold new sophisticated weapons 
systems to Syria; sowed disinformation; and 
stirred up tensions in the Middle East. Last 
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summer the Russians relayed false informa-
tion regarding Israel’s strengthening its forc-
es on the Golan Heights, touching off a chain 
reaction that resulted in growing tensions in 
the Middle East. Another key goal has been 
to stop the encroachment on Russia’s secu-
rity along its borders, particularly in its tra-
ditional regions of control and influence in 
Eastern and Central Europe, the Baltic Sea, 
the Caucasus, and Central Asia – all areas 
that border Russia. Many of Putin’s foreign 
policy moves have been intended to elevate 
his power at home and to send strong signals 
to the West, but do not necessarily herald fu-
ture military action.

In order for Russia to be able to return to 
its former status as a superpower, a mission 
that is unattainable in the short term, Russia 
must renew its nuclear stores, rehabilitate its 
military might, prepare for the challenges 
of terrorism at home and in the immediate 
surroundings, and also serve as deterring 
element, both far away and closer to home. 
Significantly, the West too needs a strong 
Russia to maintain stability in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia. The West is now learning 
the meaning of maintaining order in Afghan-
istan, and there is no doubt that it desires to 
avoid a similar mission in Georgia.

Putin’s foreign policy emphasizes main-
taining might and unity, factors intended to 
combat Russia’s sense of insecurity resulting 
from the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 
ensuing economic, social, and political cri-
ses. The economic collapse of the 1990s, the 
growth of internal terrorism in Russia, and 
the collapse of political and social systems in 
the face of aggressive and uncompromising 
Western policies towards Russia all served 
to undermine the belief of the Russian citi-
zen in the country. Putin would have Russia 
become an independent player in the world 

by strengthening it at home and increasing 
its ability to influence events throughout the 
world.

Renewed Armament
The arena where the new policy is most ap-
parent is the military budget. Putin has un-
dertaken to rebuild Russia’s military might, 
which, destroyed by corruption and inef-
ficiency, reached a nadir. For over a decade 
after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, soldiers were not paid 
their salaries for many months; 
morale in the armed forces was 
at a low; equipment was old 
and malfunctioning because of 
improper maintenance and a se-
vere shortage of spare parts; the 
fleets rusted in the ports; the air 
force did not have enough fuel to undertake 
training exercises and was reduced to half its 
size; and the air force did not receive funds 
for new aircraft. All this has changed. In 2007 
Putin announced a seven-year armaments 
program at a cost of $200 billion for equip-
ping the army with new missiles, planes, 
aircraft carriers, and submarines. Since 2001, 
the military budget has increased fourfold, 
and Putin intends to double Russia’s aircraft 
manufacturing by 2025.

According to Jane’s, Russia’s shopping 
cart now includes two nuclear submarines 
with ballistic nuclear missile launch capabili-
ties, S-400 anti-aircraft missiles, estimated by 
experts as more effective than the Patriot at 
missile interception, and a new generation of 
TU-160 strategic bombers that will be able to 
launch cruise missiles. In addition, there are 
plans to build SU-34 attack bombers, capable 
of attacking well-defended targets in any 
weather, and a fifth-generation of T-50 fight-
er jets that are to constitute the backbones of 
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the Russian light fighter plane fleet. The Rus-
sian navy requires six new aircraft carriers 
powered by nuclear fuel and eight nuclear 
submarines carrying ballistic missiles.

On September 11, 2007, Russian spokes-
people boasted that they now had “the moth-
er of all bombs,” after the successful trial of 
the Vacuum bomb, which has the explosive 
capacity of nuclear weapons without the ra-
dioactive fallout. In early 2007, sources in the 
Russian Ministry of Defense announced that 
they were starting to manufacture the S-24 
intercontinental missile, capable of overcom-
ing any current defense system. In August 
2007, Admiral Vladimir Masorin, command-
er of the Russian navy, announced that Rus-
sia intends to maintain an ongoing presence 
in the Mediterranean, and specified that Rus-
sia is prepared to renew its two naval bases 
in Syria, at Tartus and at Latakia.

The Economic Transformation and 
its Political-Strategic Effects
When Putin became prime minister in Au-
gust 1999, Russia was in the midst of a severe 
crisis. The 1990s were the oligarchs’ decade in 
Russia: years of shortages, crime, weakness, 

and humiliation. Those close to 
the ruling power made under-
handed, opportunistic grabs in 
the economy, especially in the 
natural resources sector. Pow-
er lay in the hands of various 

corrupt elements and criminals. Neo-fascist 
groups reared their heads, and millions of 
Russians stood helplessly by when their sav-
ings and social securities dissolved “in the 
name of reform.” Hard currency reserves 
dropped to $8 billion, and the debt to the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) soared to 
$17 billion. Russia was, in effect, bankrupt, 
and by 1998, Russia was unable to repay its 

debts, which amounted to many billions of 
dollars

One decade years later, Russia is witness-
ing one of the most dramatic reversals of di-
rection in economic history. Its hard currency 
reserves have grown and stood last year at 
some $406 billion as a result of the sharp rise 
in the prices and demand for natural gas and 
oil. Russia added $120 billion to the Oil Stabil-
ity Fund (OSF). Russia’s lack of dependence 
on the IMF was expressed by Putin describ-
ing the institution as “archaic, undemocratic 
and inefficient,” and he proposed – contrary 
to the position of the United States and Great 
Britain – that Josef Tosovsky, former Czech 
Prime Minister, head the IMF. (The posi-
tion – with American support – went to the 
Frenchman Dominique Strauss-Kahn.) Putin 
has succeeded in bringing the standard of 
living of some Russians close to that of West-
ern Europe. 

Ten years ago, the discourse about the 
global village did not include Russia, where-
as today a central topic on the agenda is the 
awakening Russia. In 2006, the total GNP 
of Russia grew by 67 percent more than the 
average of the G-8 countries. This was the 
seventh consecutive year of growth. The 
average income has grown by 10 percent in 
every year of Putin’s presidency. The annual 
growth percentage is 7 percent, and, for the 
first time, markets are overflowing with con-
sumer goods. In addition, a new layer of the 
middle class has emerged under Putin, one 
that gives him almost complete support, and 
there is a feeling that a better future is on its 
way. The Russian economy has revived, and 
Putin – encouraged by the coffers generated 
by the international energy market – is insti-
tuting an aggressive, assertive foreign policy 
in order to wipe out the humiliations of the 
former generation of Russians.

Among Putin’s most 
noteworthy achievements 
is his success in restoring 
hope and national pride.
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Russia has the biggest reserves of natu-
ral gas in the world. It is the second largest 
exporter of oil, after Saudi Arabia, and there 
are those who estimate that Russia’s oil re-
serves are the biggest in the world. Exports 
of oil and natural gas now represent about 
60 percent of Russia’s total exports. The diz-
zying climb of energy prices has allowed 
Putin to pay off all of Russia’s international 
debts, and to build up the third largest cash 
reserve in the world. He has established a 
fund of $80 billion to stabilize the Russian 
economy. Unlike the Cold War years, when 
the Soviet Union built its immense military 
power at the expense of its citizens’ econom-
ic and social welfare, Russia can now afford 
to build its military strength and invest in its 
economy. Indeed, the attempt to maintain 
an equal military balance with the United 
States was one of the chief reasons for the 
Soviet Union’s collapse, because then it did 
not have the resources to keep up the race it 
had run from 1945 to 1990. To maintain mili-
tary parity with the US, it exhausted all of its 
financial resources. Today, renewed invest-
ment in military strength has made Russia an 
influential factor on the international scene, 
allowing it to respond to real and imagined 
threats against its security and national inter-
ests. Putin’s foreign policy is designed to take 
advantage of the United States’ weaknesses, 
entanglements, and problems and to restore 
national pride to the Russian people, which 
in turn strengthens his support at home.

When Putin took the reins of leadership 
in 1999, he was a candidate about whom very 
little was known: a former secret serviceman, 
who served as prime minister and as mayor 
of St. Petersburg without leaving much of 
an imprint, and who came to take the place 
of the faltering Boris Yeltsin. According to 
Dmitri Trenin of the Carnegie Endowment 

for International Peace, the Russian elites felt 
humiliated, rejected, and ridiculed for over a 
decade. Overall, Russia was in a state of at-
rophy; corruption and crime ruled the day; 
the military was crumbling; 
and the Russian people – whose 
suffering was great – felt de-
graded and deceived. And thus 
among Putin’s most notewor-
thy achievements is his success 
in restoring hope and national 
pride. In many speeches he has 
seemed almost an uncompro-
mising gangster sticking to his goals no mat-
ter what. He promised to rout the terrorists 
from Chechnya and wipe them off the face of 
the earth. He attacked the oligarchs who were 
raking in fortunes, amassing companies, and 
stripping the natural wealth of the country 
they had bought with pennies. (Naturally he 
helped the oligarchs who supported him fi-
nancially.) He worked hard to restore to the 
state and to himself supervision and practi-
cal control of the nation’s mines. In this man-
ner Putin has led Russia out of anarchy and a 
lack of hope, to optimism, progress, and even 
a measure of esteem. Without a doubt, this is 
a tremendous achievement in so short a pe-
riod, and it is this recovery that has granted 
Putin the opportunity to exert much more in-
fluence over the international arena.

In his 2005 state of the nation speech, Pu-
tin determined that the collapse of the Soviet 
Union was the biggest geopolitical disas-
ter of the twentieth century. This assertion 
caused a lot of consternation in the West, but 
was received with sympathy and agreement 
in Russia, where many were decidedly ready 
to turn a blind eye to the authoritarian ele-
ment of their leader because of his ability to 
restore a measure of law, order, and security 
to their lives. In exchange, most Russians ig-

Russia can now point 
to extents of capital 
and private acquisition 
unknown in the past 
– and to a complete 
absence of ideology.
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nore Putin’s disregard for the values of de-
mocracy he is sworn to, both constitutionally 
and by declaration. Opposition parties are 
weak, and their opposition to Putin’s calling 
off the regional elections aroused minimal 
protest. In September 2007, the unknown 
Victor Zubkov, Putin’s candidate for prime 
minister, was approved by a 381 to 47 vote 
after only two days of discussions in the par-
liament. There was also no opposition when 
Putin returned thousands of former security 
service veterans to government service, and 
they strongly support their savior with blind, 
overwhelming fervor.

Problems of the Awakening Giant
As Putin strives to restore Russia to its sta-
tus as a superpower after years of rot and 
disintegration, he has focused on building 
military and strategic infrastructures. On the 
international scene he has used Cold War 
tactics, and is prepared to come to near-con-
frontations in pursuing his objectives.

The reversals of the post-Gorbachev era 
took a very heavy toll on the Russian people. 
The essential changes of the 1990s included 
a reduction in life expectancy because of a 
sharp drop in the level and scope of health 
services, a state of affairs not unlike the great 
hunger and starvation of the 1930s and the in-
describable suffering of the World War II era. 
The 1990s of Russia are described as “hell,” 
and it is easy to understand the support Pu-
tin enjoys because of the collective memory 
of the depredations of the recent past. Those 
in the West who claim that Russia is march-
ing towards a new hell do not understand 
that Putin’s Russia, even with the great and 
cruel price exacted for improvements that are 
currently underway, has changed direction 
under his leadership, and is moving farther 
away from the shortages of the 1990s.

Today, Russia is certainly not as threaten-
ing as was the USSR at its peak of power, and 
militarily, technologically, and demographi-
cally it is not equal to the “Evil Empire” at its 
height. Russia in many ways can no longer 
claim to be an empire. It paid an enormous 
price and suffered tremendous losses of re-
sources and manpower when the republics 
that were a part of the USSR broke off and 
became independent states. Vast regions that 
in the past were inseparable parts of the So-
viet Union became NATO and EU members, 
and a similar picture of dismantlement exists 
in Asiatic Russia.

His successes notwithstanding, Putin still 
faces many uphill battles. One fundamental 
problem is the demographic challenge. The 
population of Russia has shrunk to such an 
extent that towards the middle of this centu-
ry Russia will not have the human resources 
needed to effectively control the vast regions 
under its flag. Today, there are 141 million 
residents. Since 1993, 840,000 more people 
have died every year than were added to 
the population. At this rate, in 2031, Russia’s 
population will be 131 million, and the num-
ber of Russians in 2050 will stand at 110 mil-
lion. Russia is now in its second generation 
of demographic retreat at a rate that has no 
parallel in Western Europe. The results of this 
process are liable to be severe. The military’s 
reserve resources reached their peak four 
years ago, and they will continue to decrease 
at least until the middle of the next decade. 
The number of women reaching the age of 
fertility is also declining, and thus the next 
generation of Russians will be smaller than 
the present one, and the generation after that 
will be even smaller. Life expectancy in Rus-
sia remains similar to that of the early 1950s 
under Stalin’s rule. Mortality of 25 to 55 year 
olds is much higher than that of other indus-
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trialized nations, and mortality of 24 to 34 
year olds in Russia is five times higher than 
in Canada or the United States. The British 
medical journal The Lancet reported that half 
of the deaths of people 18 to 65 years old in 
Russia are alcohol-related. Russia is also en-
during the worst AIDS epidemic in Europe, 
and is rife with other infectious diseases, par-
ticularly tuberculosis.

Despite the economic boom of the last few 
years, the GNP is only 85 percent of what it 
was in 1984 in the USSR. The per capita GNP 
in Poland and Venezuela is higher. Moreover, 
according to the Human Development Index 
(HDI) that compares life expectancy, edu-
cational level, and standard of living of the 
countries around the world, Russia lags be-
hind Cuba and the USSR. Like the Red Army 
in the USSR during the Cold War, energy 
sources and those who control them today 
represent the strongest and most influential 
pressure group in contemporary Russia. To-
day, Russia is capable of balancing any ener-
gy crisis that is liable to occur. In oil, ore, and 
weapons, Russia has a lot to offer these days, 
but in technology, investments, infrastruc-
tures, and efficiency it lags very far behind in 
the race with international markets.

Militarily, Russia is still but a shadow of 
the former Soviet machine. Corruption con-
tinues to weaken the armed forces, as do lack 
of professionalism and efficiency. Military 
equipment is old and poorly maintained. The 
problem of soldier salaries has been solved 
in part, but morale is still low and desertions 
are common. Despite the massive invest-
ments, soldiers suffer from poor conditions 
and inadequate training. With the breakup 
of the USSR, Russia lost its Black Sea ports 
– where most of the Soviet navy ships were 
built and maintained – to the Ukraine. The 
Russian navy lost more than half of the ship-

yards and factories that served it until 1990, a 
serious loss for the Russian fleet. So far, very 
little has been done to rebuild the industry 
and communications centers and other in-
frastructures that were lost to the countries 
of the former Soviet Union. Overall, many 
reforms have yet to take place before the 
military can begin to function at a reasonable 
level.

These realities cast a shadow over Putin’s 
achievements in other areas, particularly his 
economic and security achievements. In the 
meantime, Russia is experiencing the diffi-
cult birth pangs of redefinition and rebirth. 
Russia of today is not an imitation of the So-
viet Union. Unlike the past, it can now point 
at extents of capital and private acquisition 
unknown in the past and at open borders – 
and at a complete and total absence of ideol-
ogy. The current story is the story of the rise 
of capitalism but not of democracy. There is 
a possibility that the rise of the middle class 
will, in the future, generate groups that will 
demand a rule of law and democracy, but the 
road to that is a very long one indeed.

Volume 10, No. 4, Febroary 2008 91



A Look Ahead
There is no doubt that Putin, in a relatively 
short period, has succeeded in returning a 
crumbling power to the center of the interna-
tional stage. At the same time, today’s Rus-
sia, despite the great wealth flowing towards 
it, has severe economic and social problems 
that are far from being solved. In the near fu-
ture, there is no chance that it will return to 
superpower status and once again be an em-
pire whose might and influence will equal 
the levels of the Cold War era, which ended 
with the USSR conceding defeat.

Putin will likely continue to adopt con-
frontational and antagonistic stances with 
regard to the United States, Western Eu-
rope and its neighbors, former members of 
the Warsaw Pact, and the countries border-
ing Europe that were formerly included in 
USSR. These stances have helped Putin gar-
ner massive support at home, because by his 

policies he has succeeded in 
restoring pride and a belief 
in a more brilliant future for 
many of Russia’s citizens. He 
will also likely continue mas-
sive armament and tremen-
dous investment in the armed 
forces, because anxiety over 

Russia’s security has constituted a central 
theme throughout Russian history. There-
fore, the process of strengthening the might 
of the Russian armed forces stands to gener-
ate difficult shockwaves among international 
players.

Putin is far from being a democrat. Above 
all, he presents himself as a Russian patriot 
who wants to restore Russia to prosperity 
and influence. Should there be democratic 
developments in Russia, they will come only 
with his blessing and at his direction. Rus-
sia has no tradition of democratic regimes 

and behavior, and most of the Russian pub-
lic supports Putin’s authoritarian approach. 
One issue is certainly clear: Putin intends to 
rule Russia with a high hand, and there is 
no locus of power that can stop him. After 
eight years as president, his popularity is at 
its peak, and this affords him almost unprec-
edented authority. The secret agent, the spy, 
the former KGB officer, can do as he pleases 
without any significant opposition or free 
press, and with the support of more than 80 
percent of the public, his power is similar to 
that of Stalin at his peak. Thus policy plan-
ners on the international scene will find that 
they are dealing with a Stalin-like leader, 
perhaps less murderous but with similar 
authority and influence, who has in mind a 
Russia that plays a starring role on the inter-
national stage.

Russia will almost certainly try to 
strengthen its influence over the Middle East, 
a critical area from its perspective in terms of 
its strategic complex of considerations. It will 
likely intervene through significant military, 
financial, and political support of countries 
like Iran and Syria, and of Palestinian ele-
ments not stigmatized as collaborators, i.e., 
that do not work to lower the tensions in the 
region. In this way Russia on the one hand 
will try to interfere with important US and 
European interests, and on the other hand 
will attempt to increase weapons sales and 
thereby exert greater influence over the re-
gion. Russians and Americans have a long 
history of a zero sum strategic game in the 
Middle East, and there is no change on the 
horizon in this regard. Therefore, the level of 
risk and likelihood of conflict in the Middle 
East is sharply rising and will continue to 
rise as Russia, a power whose priorities are 
not advanced by a stable Middle East, joins 
in the regional game.

Should there be democratic 
developments in Russia, 

they will come only with 
Putin's blessing and at his 

direction.
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Moving Ahead in Cyprus, 
Looking Back at the Failure of 

the Annan Plan
Gallia Lindenstrauss

While there are conflicts perceived to be much more difficult to resolve, 
it is the conflict in Cyprus that has earned the label “the diplomats’ grave-
yard.”1 Still, there is a growing recognition that the ostensible status quo 
will not prevail much longer and that the island might drift into a perma-
nent partition.2 The last major effort to resolve the conflict was the plan 
proposed by then-secretary-general of the United Nations Kofi Annan, 
which was formulated between 2002 and 2004 but failed to attain the 
support of Greek Cypriots. To this day, four years after the failure of the 
Annan plan and the membership of only the Greek part of the island in 
the European Union, the sides have yet to return to the negotiating table. 
A contributing factor in the Greek Cypriot side has been the presidency 
of Tassos Papadopoulos, the person considered to have been a key factor 
in the refusal of Greek Cypriots to vote for the Annan plan in the binding 
referendum that was held in April 2004. Thus for example in a televised 
speech before the referendum, he wept when he asked Greek Cypriots 
not to vote for the plan.3 Since the failed referendum, Papadopoulos has 
claimed that without significant change in the plan, it is pointless to re-
visit it, but he has refused to specify what precisely needs changing.4 At 
the same time, it is not only Papadopoulos’s rule that has contributed to 
the stalemate, but also the fact that the international community was tak-
en by surprise by the Greek Cypriots’ refusal to approve the referendum 
and was at a loss as to how to deal with that development. Thus in recent 
years, after a long period in which the international community viewed 
the Turkish side as responsible for preventing a solution to the Cypriot 
problem, the tables have turned somewhat, so that now it is precisely the 
Greek side that is deemed the obstacle to progress towards a solution. 
Nowadays much depends on developments following the 2008 presiden-
tial elections in the Republic of Cyprus.5 
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The purpose of this essay is to analyze 
the factors that led to the current dead 
end in the Cyprus peace process, to 

examine the lessons that may be learned 
from this failure, and to suggest possible sce-
narios for future political arrangements on 
the island.

The Ethnic Conflict over Cyprus 
and the Annan Plan
The Turkish presence on Cyprus dates to the 
sixteenth century when the Ottoman Empire 
conquered the island, whose majority popu-
lation was – and still is – Greek Orthodox. As 
a result of the weakening of the Ottoman Em-
pire in the nineteenth century, Great Britain 
assumed the administration of the island in 
1878. As British rule continued, voices from 
within the Greek Cypriot community calling 
for unification with Greece grew stronger. In 
response, Turkish Cypriots began demand-
ing the partition of the island. During the 
1950s, as a result of the strengthening of the 
opposition to British colonial rule, particu-
larly on the part of the Greek Cypriots, talks 
on the future of the island began between 
Great Britain, Turkey, and Greece. In 1959-
60, as part of the Zurich and London agree-
ments, it was decided to grant the island 
independence, and extensive arrangements 
for cooperation between the communities 
in ruling the island were constructed. These 
arrangements also included over-representa-
tion for the Turks, who constituted only 20 
percent of the population, so that the Greek 
side would relate to them as partners and not 
as a minority.

As early as 1963, violent riots broke out, a 
result of the country’s paralysis caused by fre-
quent vetoes cast by the Turks who claimed 
that the Greeks were failing to fulfill one or 
another of the constitutional directives, and 

the counter demands of the Greeks to change 
the Cypriot constitution. During the crisis 
that continued into 1964, Turkey threatened 
to intervene in the conflict, and only a par-
ticularly forceful message from US president 
Lyndon Johnson prevented Turkish interven-
tion. Riots erupted again in 1967 and brought 
the Turks yet once more to threaten interven-
tion, but as a result of the Greeks ceding to 
a Turkish ultimatum to withdraw most of 
the illegal Greek troops from the island, the 
Turks finally decided not to act. In 1974, the 
junta in Greece instigated a coup on the is-
land, and brought about the ascent of an ex-
tremist leader who clearly intended to work 
towards unifying Cyprus with Greece. As a 
result, Turkey did intervene on the island, 
and in two subsequent attacks, gained con-
trol of 40 percent of the island. During this 
chapter that led to Turkish intervention, some 
180,000 Greeks fled to the southern part of 
the island, and some 45,000 Turks fled to the 
north. In 1983 the Turks declared the estab-
lishment of the Turkish Republic of Northern 
Cyprus, an entity that has not gained recogni-
tion by the international community and has 
even been boycotted. Over the years Turkey 
has infused a great deal of money into the 
northern part of the island, and some 35,000 
Turkish soldiers are stationed there. Since the 
Turkish intervention, Turks have also immi-
grated to the island from Turkey; this has cre-
ated a problem of settlers, most of whom are 
agricultural workers or relatives of Turkish 
military personnel posted at the island over 
the years.6

Because of the strategic location of Cyprus 
and the fears that as a result of the conflict 
two NATO members, Turkey and Greece, 
would find themselves in an armed conflict 
with one another, many international media-
tion efforts were devoted to the Cyprus is-
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sue during the Cold War. Following the Cold 
War, the Cypriot conflict gained prominence 
as one of the hurdles standing in the way of 
Cyprus and Turkey entering the EU. In 2002, 
after direct talks between the sides failed, 
UN secretary-general Kofi Annan assumed 
the role of mediator in the conflict. The An-
nan plan was supposed to lead to a reunifi-
cation of Cyprus within the framework of a 
loose federation, and to the entry of a unified 
country into the EU. The plan also included 
the return of lands to Greek Cypriots, so that 
the Turkish area would have shrunk to some 
29 percent of the island’s land area. In addi-
tion, the plan called for the gradual decrease 
in the Turkish military presence on the is-
land, from approximately 35,000 soldiers to 
650.7 On April 24, 2004, the fifth version of the 
plan was put to a referendum in both parts 
of the island. The reunification of the island 
was not achieved after a decisive majority of 
Greek Cypriots (76 percent) refused to sup-
port the plan, while a majority of Turkish Cy-
priots (65 percent) supported the agreement. 
As a result of the failure to reunify Cyprus, 
only the Greek part of the island entered the 
EU in May 2004.

The Failure to Garner Greek 
Support for the Annan Plan
A large attraction of the Annan plan was 
the promise of a united Cyprus joining the 
EU, which was to be the successful culmina-
tion of the peace process. In this respect the 
referendum’s failure was particularly sting-
ing. A central element in the failure of the 
Annan plan was that the Greek Cypriot side 
did not have enough incentive to approve 
the agreement, because it was in any case 
about to enter the EU. However, because the 
plan represented yet another failure after a 
long series of attempts to resolve the conflict, 

there was also great significance for other is-
sues that lay at the heart of the discussions. 
These in particular invite certain conclusions 
that may be drawn from this context.

The Problems of the Right of Return, 
Refugees, and Settlers
The Annan plan presented a fairly com-
plicated model of a limited right of return, 
particularly to those areas that were, accord-
ing to the plan, gradually supposed to be 
returned to the Greek side – over the course 
of nineteen years or until the Turks entered 
the EU. In part this was to prevent a situa-
tion in which the Turkish Cypriot communi-
ty would lose its majority in the north of the 
island and its influence on both the island’s 
national and international policies all at 
once. While the plan, at least seemingly, had 
advantages from the vantage of individuals 
who would be able to return to their homes, 
from a larger perspective there were several 
apparent problems with the proposal. A suc-
cessful return of refugees is in any case a 
complex matter, because the former refugees 
not only have to return physically to their 
homes but also have to undergo a process of 
reintegration and conciliation with their for-
mer enemies.8 In the case of Cyprus, it was 
possible to see that the Greek Cypriots who 
voted in the referendum did not view the 
limited right of return included in the Annan 
plan as sufficient. A situation would have 
been created in which the problem was not 
fully resolved, and in fact would remain at 
the delicate center of relations between the 
communities for years to come because of 
the gradual rate of return. 

Beyond the problems of a limited right of 
return, the Greek Cypriots also had reserva-
tions regarding the Annan plan’s proposal 
for the Turkish settlers. The Greek Cypriots 
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claimed that almost all the Turkish newcom-
ers were in the end going to remain on the 
Turkish side, whether as citizens or as resi-
dents, a possibility that worried the Greeks 
because they felt the Turkish newcomers 
would be more given to influence from Tur-
key, even after the reunification of the island.9 
Like other cases, the Cyprus instance exem-
plifies the claim that relocation of settlers, 
though it may have elements of “historic 
justice,” is a complex issue with internal and 
economic ramifications. While in terms of 
international law settling in occupied terri-
tories is defined as a crime, the Turkish new-
comers are a heterogeneous population,10 
most of whom migrated to Cyprus as the re-
sult of hardships in the motherland. Turkish 
Cypriots themselves also see this population 
in a negative light, because it has changed 
the character of the original community of 
the northern part of the island. In these re-
spects, while fears regarding the continued 
presence of the newcomers and the hostility 
towards them might be understood in light 
of the circumstances that led them to be on 
the island, since it is clear that they would 
not all be relocated, perhaps a more signifi-
cant attempt at integrating them into Cypriot 
society ought to be undertaken.

A Binding Referendum
The Cyprus experience exemplified the 
problematics of binding referendums that 
are taken to bypass inter-party politics, and 
in particular the political leadership. Greek 
Cypriot president Papadopoulos opposed 
the Annan plan, as did leaders of the Greek 
Orthodox Church,11 as well as Rauf Denktaş, 
the veteran leader of the Turkish side of the 
island.12 In light of this opposition, and in an 
effort to approve the Annan plan quickly, it 
was determined, in the fifth and last version 

of the plan, that there was no need for its ap-
proval by local leaders, and that it was to be 
passed as is by a referendum. While the aim 
of this provision was to circumvent Denktaş, 
in the end Papadopoulos’s lack of support 
for the agreement inflicted the graver dam-
age. In this sense, it is possible to look at ref-
erendums as a limited tool that may confer 
greater legitimacy on a move only if it has 
already gained the support of the elites and a 
significant portion of the ruling administra-
tion.

A Negotiations Deadline and the 
Limitations of International Mediation
One of the achievements of Annan’s media-
tion efforts seen at the time as far-reaching was 
gaining the agreement of the parties to quick 
negotiations within a clear timetable, as well 
as an agreement on a referendum to approve 
the outcome. Moreover, it was also agreed 
that should the parties be unable to reach an 
agreement by the deadline, Greece and Turkey 
would be brought into the picture, and should 
they too fail to reach an agreement, Annan 
would resolve the remaining difference based 
on his own understanding, something that 
indeed occurred as the talks fell through.13 In 
this sense, it is possible that it was precisely 
the acceleration of the process that ruined the 
plan’s chances of success, as the final version 
of the plan went before the two sides only at 
the beginning of April, and until the last days 
before the April 24 referendum it was still un-
der adjustment. This affected the outcome of 
the vote because proponents of the plan could 
put together a public campaign only at a very 
late stage, which made it difficult for them to 
affect public opinion and gain support for the 
final agreement.14

An additional factor in the failure of the 
Cyprus peace plan was that the agreement 

96



was formulated separately by each party 
working jointly with the mediator, without 
sufficient consultations between the parties 
to the conflict. While it is true that Annan as-
sumed the role of mediator after direct nego-
tiations in 2001-2002 failed, nonetheless it is 
not clear if the formulation of an agreement 
by a third party was the right solution for the 
stalemate in the talks. Even though the Greek 
Cypriots had already been assured entrance 
into the EU, they felt as if they were being 
pressured to accept the agreement for the 
sake of foreign interests, and were irritated 
by implicit threats that should they refuse 
the agreement, foreign countries would start 
recognizing the Turkish Republic of North-
ern Cyprus. The Greek Cypriots understood 
some of the sections of the agreement, such 
as the continued Turkish military presence 
on the island, as impinging on the sovereign-
ty of the Cypriot state. In these respects, the 
later versions of the Annan plan were seen as 
a direct continuation of the Zurich and Lon-
don agreements, in which discussions were 
held between Britain, Turkey, and Greece 
without sufficient consultation with repre-
sentatives of the island’s ethnic groups.15 

Greater Involvement from the Region
It is difficult to separate the Cyprus conflict 
from the long-simmering conflict between 
Greece and Turkey, and Northern Cyprus is 
considered a Turkish conquered area with 
a limited level of independence. In this re-
gard, one of the prominent achievements of 
the Annan plan was that its promoters suc-
ceeded in enlisting support for it in both 
Greece and Turkey. This support is interest-
ing also in light of the beginning of a process 
of rapprochement between the two coun-
tries.16 While the Greek support, relatively 
restrained, did not propel Greek Cypriots to 

vote for the plan, the support of the Turkish 
prime minister for the plan did contribute 
to approval among Turkish Cypriots, de-
spite the opposition of the veteran Northern 
Cyprus leader Denktaş. Thus while it often 
seems that the involvement of other coun-
tries in the conflict only serves to complicate 
the chances for a resolution, it is possible to 
see that at certain points, the involvement of 
a regional player may contribute to the solu-
tion by adding to the pressure on the sides to 
reach a solution.

Inter-Community Communication and 
Mutual Suspicion
One of the encouraging signs for the possibil-
ity of reunifying the communities of Cyprus 
was that the partial opening of the green line17 
to movement of civilians between the sides 
did not lead to any violent incidents.18 For the 
first time in many years, there is more contact 
between the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish 
Cypriots. At the same time, it remains very 
difficult to overcome longstanding mutual 
suspicions, so that, for example, the Greek 
Cypriots vehemently opposed Turkish forces 
remaining on the island, even though, in ef-
fect, the reaction time required by the Turk-
ish army – particularly, the air force – even 
if stationed in Turkey, to operate in Cyprus 
is almost instantaneous, so that there is bare-
ly any practical significance to forces being 
stationed on the island.19 Likewise, it may 
be assumed that Turkey would think long 
and hard about militarily intervening in the 
island again, now that Cyprus is a member 
of the EU.20 Therefore, even though it is clear 
that the Greek trauma that resulted from 
Turkish intervention in the past played a role 
in shaping these suspicions on the part of the 
Greeks, in practice basic suspicions must be 
addressed so they do not derail peace plans.

The challenge 
in resolving 
the Cyprus 
issue may shed 
a pessimistic 
light on efforts 
at resolving 
conflicts that 
still entail a 
high degree of 
violence.
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The Future of the Island
There are several possible scenarios regarding 
the political future of the island. Despite the 
stalemate in negotiations between the sides, 
in practice the entrance of the Greek Cypri-
ots into the EU has created a new situation 
and a number of challenges. Thus, thanks to 
the “yes” vote of Turkish Cypriots, the inter-
national community decided in principle to 
remove some of the trade restrictions on the 
northern part of the island. At the same time, 
because of the Turkish claim that the funda-
mental decision was not sufficiently imple-
mented, Turkey refuses to open its ports to 
the Republic of Cyprus. Another challenge 
for the EU regards the tension between Cy-
prus being one of the border countries of the 
EU, which necessitates significant regulation 
of those coming and going, and the interest 
in continuing to keep the border between 
the parts of the island relatively open. It is 
quite possible that solutions may be found 
to these specific challenges and that follow-
ing the elections in the Republic of Cyprus, 
the negotiation process will be renewed but 
may later on arrive again at a deadlock. At 
the same time, it is possible to think of two 
more dramatic scenarios.

The first scenario involves partition. Af-
ter the failure to pass the Annan plan in the 
Greek Cypriot referendum, some traditional 
voices in Turkey were again heard calling 
for the establishment of two countries. Thus, 
during his first visit to Cyprus as Turkish 
president, Abdullah Gül said that an agree-
ment on the future of Cyprus must be based 
on Cyprus realities, and on “the existence 
of two separate nations, two separate de-
mocracies, two separate countries, and two 
separate religions.”21 The results of a public 
opinion poll in 2006 taken on the Greek side 
suggest that more Greek Cypriots support 

living separately than those who support 
unification, and this trend is especially ap-
parent among the young.22 There are even 
those who claim that because the partition of 
Cyprus contributed towards stability and the 
lack of violence, the profitability of reunify-
ing is not absolutely clear.23 While over the 
years it has been said that partitioning the is-
land must not be allowed because this would 
constitute rewarding unilateral military ac-
tion perceived as belligerent, it is also true 
that the international community sometimes 
acts according to policies that fall outside of 
traditional patterns.24 It is similarly possible 
that with the passage of time, the difference 
between partitioning the island and the en-
trance of two states into the European Union 
on the one hand, and the unification of the is-
land in a loose federation on the other, might 
seems less significant than it is currently per-
ceived. At the same time, it is almost certain 
that in order for this scenario to become a re-
ality, the Turkish Cypriots will nevertheless 
have to give up some of the territory they 
control today.

The second scenario is reunification of the 
island. In the event that there is some prog-
ress – which at the moment does not seem 
likely – regarding Turkey’s joining the EU, or 
if another compromise arrangement favoring 
Turkey is presented, this may promote Turk-
ish willingness in general, and that of the 
Turkish minority in Northern Cyprus in par-
ticular, to accept more far-reaching conces-
sions vis-à-vis the Greeks. It should also be 
stressed that when the EU heralds freedom of 
movement, it seems somewhat incongruous 
that Greece and Cyprus, as members of the 
EU, and Turkey, as a nation seeking admit-
tance, are still discussing refugees and settler 
relocation, beyond the general agreement 
that they are eligible for restitution. Also, 
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the intensity of the discussion regarding the 
continued Turkish presence on the island, 
something that Greek Cypriots oppose both 
on security grounds and on the grounds that 
it constitutes an infringement of state sover-
eignty, may subside the longer that Cyprus 
is part of the EU where it enjoys a wider de-
fense framework and where, in any case, it is 
required to concede some of its sovereignty 
for the sake of being an EU member.

Conclusion
It may sometimes seem to observers that 
the conflict in Cyprus is not as tortuous as 
some of the other conflicts on the interna-
tional agenda, particularly because there has 
been an almost complete absence of violence 
on the island since 1974. Yet the challenge 
in resolving it points not only at the funda-
mental difficulty inherent in resolving ethnic 
conflicts after a history of violence and the 
creation of a refugee problem, but may also 
shed a pessimistic light on efforts at resolv-
ing conflicts that still entail a high degree of 
violence. One may of course claim that it is 
precisely the absence of violence over the 
last few decades and the absence of a hurt-
ing stalemate that contribute to the lack of 
ripeness25 of the sides to resolve the conflict 
on Cyprus. However, the failed attempts in 
the past to resolve the issue, when the violent 
events were still fresh in people’s memory, 
and when it seemed that the conflict deeply 
harmed the sides, may also be indicative of 
the limitations of this view. Beyond the prob-
lems associated with the conflict itself, one of 
the problems that has impacted heavily on 
finding a resolution to the Cyprus conflict is 
its connection to the Greek-Turkish conflict, 
similar to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict be-
ing a part of the Arab-Israeli one. In these 
respects, Israel should be interested in devel-

opments relating to the conflict on Cyprus. 
A further point is that the conflict is of sig-
nificance in terms of Turkey, a country whose 
strategic developments are of critical impor-
tance to Israel as well.
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