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Editors’ Note 
“Annapolis” has become more than the 
name of a small city in Maryland that calls 
itself “America’s Sailing Capital” and is 
home to the United States Naval Academy. 
In recent weeks “Annapolis” has become a 
metaphor for the Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process, though the specific connotation var-
ies according to political outlook. To some, 
Annapolis signifies the resumption of Israe-
li-Palestinian dialogue after a long impasse 
and a new-found potential of reaching a ne-
gotiated settlement, given the isolation of 
the Hamas government and the official rec-
ognition of Abu Mazen as a viable partner. 
To others, Annapolis was little more than a 
photo opportunity that aimed to offer strug-
gling political leaders a boost in domestic 
public opinion. Still others saw Annapolis as 
a risky venture that affirmed that key and os-
tensibly inviolable national interests were on 
the negotiating table.

This issue of Strategic Assessment, which 
goes to press immediately following the 
long-awaited and much debated internation-
al meeting, opens with a concise analysis of 
Annapolis by Brig. Gen. (ret.) Shlomo Brom. 
The author comments that despite some 
modest achievements at Annapolis – includ-
ing the broad Arab and international (includ-
ing Muslim) participation – the meeting did 
not effect any paradigm shift that would sig-
nal any new beginning of substance toward 
resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The second article, by Dr. Ephraim Kam, 
studies the seeming conundrum of the 
American presence in Iraq. Explaining why 
the United States has no good alternatives 

to choose from, the author suggests what at 
most the US can at this point hope to achieve 
in Iraq.

In the article that follows, Dr. Emily Lan-
dau raises some of the strategic questions 
that emerge in the wake of Israel’s attack on 
what was apparently a Syrian nuclear facil-
ity. These questions extend beyond what was 
actually underway at the facility to questions 
relating to Syria, Iran, and North Korea, and 
relations between the three states.

The fourth article, by Brig. Gen. (ret.) Meir 
Elran, recommends certain measures to the 
recently-established start-up team for a Na-
tional Emergency Authority. To ensure that 
the Authority effectively meets the needs of 
Israel’s home front, the author urges: new 
legislation; sound division of labor among 
the entities involved; reduced dependency 
on the IDF; an enhanced role for the local au-
thorities, and sound utilization of the philan-
thropic organizations.

Dr. Anat Kurz reviews the seven years of 
the second Palestinian uprising in the article 
that follows. Against the background of the 
Annapolis meeting, the author suggests that 
the years of political impasse demand a new 
political direction. She proposes seeking an 
agreement over the outline of a settlement 
while abandoning the insistence on stages, 
which essentially indefinitely postpone a 
fundamental discussion of the principles of 
a settlement.

The following three articles focus on the  
Lebanon-Hizbollah-Syria triangle. In his 
article, Daniel Sobelman surveys post-war 
Lebanon, and shows that the ongoing inter-
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nal tensions create massive difficulties for 
the Siniora government and the pro-Syrian 
camp, Hizbollah included. Lebanon’s pri-
mary task is to stop the country’s internal 
deterioration and prevent the disintegration 
of the regime’s institutions and hence the 
dissolution of the state.  Amir Kulick then 
reviews Hizbollah’s rehabilitation efforts 
and suggests what the next confrontation 
between Israel and Hizbollah will look like, 
and as such, what Israel must do to prepare 
for it. The article that follows, by Nizan Feld-
man, looks at Syria’s economy, and observes 
that while Syria’s economic reforms of the 
past few years are important, they are as yet 
inadequate steps towards achieving a viable, 
independent economy.

The ninth article, by Dr. Roni Bart, ana-
lyzes the decline in the democracy campaign 
advanced by the United States in the Middle 
East. Dr. Bart offers two main reasons for the 
American backtracking: the dangerous re-
sults of the policy, and the negative change in 
the “balance of power” between the United 
States and Arab regimes. In the article that 

follows, Yoram Schweitzer compares the 
Iraq and Afghanistan theaters as loci of sub-
conventional warfare. The author contends 
that while it will not be possible to achieve a 
decisive victory over the insurgents, proper 
training and tactics can realistically allow 
coalition forces to achieve limited successes. 
This is followed by an article by Yoram Ev-
ron, which reviews China’s anti-terrorism 
policy, and specifically to what degree it 
matches – and departs from – Western anti-
terrorism concepts.

The final two pieces in this issue are re-
sponses to an article by Dr. Gabriel Siboni in 
the previous issue of Strategic Assessment on 
command and authority in the IDF. Dr. Yehu-
da Ben Meir takes issue with article, embrac-
ing the Wingorad Commission’s approach 
and arguing that a soldier’s duty is to the 
state and to the government, not to his com-
mander. In response, Dr. Siboni affirms his 
previous contention that loyalty to the com-
mander is indeed a supreme IDF value – and 
in fact, crucial to the effective function of the 
military – that must be upheld at all costs.

The Institute for National Security Studies
expresses its gratitude to

 

Joseph Hackmey
 

for his contribution to the publication of Strategic Assessment.
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At the meeting itself and after much 
US pressure, the two parties ac-
cepted a Joint Understanding that 

includes the following elements:
n	Agreement to launch immediate nego-

tiations on a peace agreement that will im-
plement the two-state solution.
n	The negotiations will deal with all the 

core issues.
n	The parties will make an effort to con-

clude an agreement before the end of 2008.
n	A steering committee will meet contin-

ually to oversee the negotiations and address 
all issues.
n	The two leaders will have bi-weekly 

meetings for follow-up on the negotiations.
n	Renewed commitment to implement 

the roadmap under US monitoring.
n	 Implementation of the future peace 

agreement will be subject to implementation 
of the roadmap.

In his concluding statement President 
Bush also included two additional themes. 
First, he said that "while the borders of a Pal-
estinian state are important, the nature of a 
Palestinian state is just as important." Second, 
he responded to a central Israeli demand by 
emphasizing that the purpose of the negotia-
tions is to end the occupation and "establish 
Palestine as a Palestinian homeland, just as 
Israel is a homeland for the Jewish people," 
reiterating later that the US is committed to 
the security of Israel as a Jewish state and 
homeland for the Jewish people. 

The Joint Understanding is a compromise 
between contradictory positions. The Pales-
tinians wanted immediate permanent status 
negotiations according to a fixed timetable 
that would be followed by implementation 
of the concluded agreement. The Israeli con-
tingent that doubts the Palestinian leadership 
is capable of concluding such an agreement 

The Road from Annapolis
Shlomo Brom

As expected, the November 26-27 international peace meeting at 
Annapolis ended with some modest achievements. As Israel and the 
Palestinians failed before Annapolis to agree on a joint statement of 
principles on the permanent status agreement, and actually failed to 
conclude any joint statement at all, it was decided to be less ambi-
tious and turn the meeting into a launching pad for a negotiations pro-
cess that will hopefully do what the parties were not able to do thus 
far, namely, deal with the core issues of the permanent status agree-
ment. Significant also was the broad Arab and international (including 
Muslim) participation. It manifested the almost wall to wall support 
for progress in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and the two-state 
solution. Prime Minister Olmert reciprocated in his statement by men-
tioning the Arab peace initiative very positively.

Shlomo Brom, senior 
research associate at 

INSS
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and implementing it prefers a more gradual 
process in which Palestinian capabilities and 
institutions will be built and tested, as only 
then conclusion and implementation of a per-
manent status agreement will be possible. 

On the one hand the two parties agreed 
on immediate negotiations on the permanent 
status agreement. On the other hand, they re-
committed to the full implementation of the 
obligations of the roadmap, which is a grad-
ual process, as a prerequisite for a perma-
nent status agreement. That means that the 
agreement that the two parties will hopefully 
conclude will be shelved until these commit-
ments are fulfilled. As such, while it can be ar-
gued that the agreement to start negotiations 
on the permanent status negotiations accord-
ing to a determined timetable is an achieve-
ment for President Abbas, many Palestinians 
in his own camp think this achievement is 
completely neutralized by its link with the 
roadmap. The fact that President Bush decid-
ed to take sides and adopt the Israeli position 
on the issue that prevented agreement on 
even a watered down joint statement before 
Annapolis, namely, the Israeli demand to de-
fine Israel as a Jewish state, only aggravated 
the negative perception of the results of the 
meeting among the Palestinian side and its 
failure to strengthen Mr. Abbas’ position. On 
the Israeli side there is concern because of the 
determination of a timetable for the negotia-
tions, that if not kept may cause important 
parties to put the blame on Israel.

Most of all, the day after Annapolis, noth-
ing has really changed in the problematic do-
mestic political situation of both negotiating 

parties, which already inhibited implemen-
tation of the roadmap and prevented the two 
parties from dealing seriously with the core 
issues of the permanent status agreement. 
The Palestinian Authority is still divided be-
tween two separate political entities: Gaza 
ruled firmly by Hamas, which does not want 
a peace agreement with Israel, and the West 
Bank, which is under Israeli security control 
and only virtual rule of the Palestinian presi-
dent and the Fayyad government. Actually 
there is much validity to Mr. Fayyad’s recent 
assertion that what is happening in Nablus 
(his government’s effort to assume control of 
the city) is much more important than what 
happens at Annapolis, because real progress 
will be possible only when the Palestinian 
government will demonstrate that it can es-
tablish genuine security control in the West 
Bank. 

On the other side Mr. Olmert’s politi-
cal situation is still weak. He does not enjoy 
the support of the people and the stability 
of his government is based on avoidance of 
controversial issues. He will have to decide 
whether to make a bold move and exploit the 
Annapolis understanding to try to achieve a 
breakthrough with the odds of success quite 
unclear. Such a move would risk his coalition 
government and might lead to early elections 
in the short term, yet might also strengthen 
his political status in the long term. Alter-
natively, he might choose to keep his pres-
ent coalition intact by dragging his feet. The 
conditionality embedded in the Annapolis 
understanding indeed provides ample op-
portunities for procrastination.
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Entanglement in Iraq
Light at the End of the Tunnel?

Ephraim Kam 

Since 2006, it has become increasingly clear to the American administration 
that its campaign in Iraq is not achieving its objectives and that a change is re-
quired. Several factors have contributed to this understanding.
	 First, the violence in Iraq has increased and has progressively assumed an 
inter-ethnic character, displaying initial characteristics of a civil war. Violence 
and terror have prevented real progress in stabilizing the regime and rehabilitat-
ing Iraq, and it has become apparent that the Iraqi government is weak, and as 
such, not capable of controlling the country. One can see no light at the end of 
the tunnel that signals a window of opportunity for improving the situation. To 
date approximately 3,800 US forces have been killed. The scale of Iraqi civilian 
losses is not known – estimates run between 70,000 and 150,000 killed. Added 
to this is the refugee problem: thus far 2.2 million refugees have fled Iraq, most 
of them to Syria and Jordan, and within Iraq another two million have been up-
rooted from their homes.  Second, there has been increasing internal pressure 
on the Bush administration to close the Iraqi chapter. The president and his ad-
ministration have lost much of their supporters due to the entanglement in Iraq, 
and the countdown towards the end of the president’s term in early 2009 has 
substantially constrained his options.  Third, a general sense of an impasse in 
Iraq has contributed to a partial disintegration of the coalition operating in Iraq, 
with most of the coalition countries having removed at least some of their forces 
from Iraq. The number of coalition forces has dropped from 28,000 soldiers in 
2005, to 11,600 as of October 2007.

Ephraim Kam, 
deputy director of 

INSS

The US’s problem is that it has no good 
options in Iraq. There are three main 
alternatives. The first is to send mass-

es of additional forces to Iraq, with the aim 
of defeating the armed militias and terrorist 
elements, stopping the violence, and stabiliz-
ing the regime. This option is not realistic, 
because in order to achieve it numerous forc-
es – 300,000-400,000 soldiers – are required, 

and American public opinion will not sanc-
tion sending so many troops to Iraq. The sec-
ond is to remove the bulk of American forces 
from Iraq within a short time frame. There 
are many in the US who support the removal 
of their forces; however, it is obvious that 
such a move would impact on vital US stra-
tegic interests, undermine US credibility and 
deterrent ability, aggravate the Iraqi situation 
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even further, and generate severe regional re-
percussions for the US. The third alternative 
is to continue with the current policy – pri-
marily a military effort to suppress the vio-
lence and prepare Iraqi security forces that 
will gradually replace American forces, with 
continued efforts to achieve some sort of ac-
cord between the different ethnic groups. 
This approach has been unsuccessful over 
the past four years. The main reasons are that 
leaders of the ethnic groups have first and 
foremost preferred ensuring ethnic interests 
at the expense of Iraq’s welfare, and because 
military successes lacking a political settle-
ment are insufficient for stabilizing the situ-
ation. It is difficult to assume this approach 
would be more successful in the future.1

Surge Strategy
The difficulties involved in each of these op-
tions led the administration to opt for an inter-
mediate approach, announced by President 
Bush in January 2007 and called the “surge 
strategy.” The idea was to send additional 
forces to Iraq on a limited scale, enabling co-
alition forces assisted by Iraqi security forces 
to improve the security situation, particular-
ly in Baghdad and its surrounding area. This 
was to be accomplished by reducing Sunni 
violence, destroying al-Qaeda strongholds, 
and disrupting the activities of extreme Shi-
ite militias with Iranian connections while 
securing the regions to be cleared. Improving 
the security situation, chiefly in the Baghdad 
district, would reduce the population’s de-
pendency on armed militias and create more 
auspicious conditions for inter-ethnic recon-
ciliation. Accordingly, an additional 28,500 
American soldiers were sent to Iraq in early 
2007 and posted mainly in Baghdad and the 
Anbar province in western Iraq. With this 
new contingent, the number of US soldiers 

stationed in Iraq grew to over 160,000. 
Eight months after activating the surge 

strategy, leaders in the administration and 
the military have cast it as a success story, 
even if partial and not guaranteed in the 
long term. Situation assessments delivered 
to Congress in September 2007 by the US am-
bassador to Iraq, Ryan Crocker, and General 
David Petraeus, commander of American 
forces in Iraq, reflected this cautious opti-
mism and were considered highly important 
for the continuation of the Bush administra-
tion’s Iraq policy. The situation in Iraq was 
presented thus:
n	 The new strategic goals were achieved 

via a series of offensive operations. Iraq’s 
security situation has improved, mainly in 
the north and in the west, and to a lesser 
degree in other areas of the country. The ex-
tent of terror attacks and the number of ci-
vilians killed has dropped significantly. The 
al-Qaeda organization in Iraq has been hit 
hard and has lost a portion of its footholds, 
though it remains dangerous. The most im-
portant surge-era development has been the 
amplified resistance to al-Qaeda activity by 
the Sunnis, who hitherto had supported the 
organization. American operations also hit 
extremist Shiite militias.
n	 Despite the ongoing high number of 

casualties, ethnic violence has decreased and 
thus the number of casualties has dropped 
substantially since the peak of December 
2006. The number of suicide attacks dropped 
to half the number of March 2007. The num-
ber of Iraqi civilians killed dropped 45 per-
cent from December 2006, declining from 
3,000 to 1,500 deaths per month.
n	 Iraqi security forces have grown 

steadily; today they number approximate-
ly 150,000 in the armed forces and 195,000 
policemen – close to the target number of 

Volume 10, No. 3, December 2007 7

The Unites 
States’ problem 
is that it has no 
good options in 
Iraq.



395,000. Their capabilities are improving and 
they are gradually assigned a greater num-
ber of independent missions with responsi-
bility to spearhead operations, though they 
still suffer from worrisome ethnic influences 
and a shortage of logistical means and skilled 
commanders.
n	 There is progress in inter-ethnic recon-

ciliation: the government granted amnesty 
to former Baathists, offering pensions and 
employment, and it is taking steps towards 
distributing oil income equally among the 
ethnic groups.
n	 In light of these successes, it will be 

possible by the summer of 2008 to downsize 
American forces in Iraq to their pre-surge 
level and withdraw 20,000 soldiers. This 
move will be accompanied by the transfer of 
added authority to Iraqi security forces.
n	 There are initial signs of improvement 

in Iraq’s economy, assisted by reconstruc-
tion teams and US financial aid. There is 
slow improvement in the rehabilitation of 
the infrastructure and the repair of damages 
caused by the war. Still, the potential of the 
Iraqi economy is much greater than its actual 
achievements. The violence negatively influ-
ences the scale and the marketing of the ag-
ricultural and industrial output, particularly 
the oil industry, which is the central target of 
terror attacks. Iraq today produces less than 
half the quantity of oil it produced before the 
war, although the rise in oil prices has com-
pensated for some of the damage.

The Flip Side of the Coin
These assessments apparently do not present 
the complete picture of the Iraqi arena, as in-
dicated by reviews of independent observers 
and even by assessments from the American 
intelligence community. These inspections 
reveal a more complex reality.

The security situation in Iraq has indeed 
improved somewhat, mainly in areas under 
direct control of American forces, i.e., Bagh-
dad and the surrounding regions. The forces 
are using new methods of clearing territory 
of hostile elements; these reduce the deadli-
ness of attacks and explain the fewer attacks 
and casualties. Nevertheless, the level of vio-
lence and the number of Iraqi civilian casual-
ties remain high. In addition, there is other 
data indicating there has not been any real 
reduction in the loss of life, and it is still dif-
ficult to verify a definitive positive trend.

The number of Iraqi forces has indeed 
grown rapidly, and their quality and efficien-
cy are gradually improving. Nonetheless, 
Iraqi forces are still dependent on American 
forces and lack the ability to conduct large 
independent operations. If American sup-
port ceases, all of the progress achieved in 
upgrading the capability of Iraqi forces will 
be lost. Moreover, a considerable portion of 
recruits are absent or have defected, as sectar-
ian militias are penetrating the ranks of secu-
rity forces and are involved in inter-ethnic vi-
olence. The Iraqi army lacks an independent 
command structure and is sorely deficient in 
the area of logistics. For its part, the Iraqi po-
lice force is in an even worse situation: it is 
inefficient, tainted by sectarianism and cor-
ruption, and is controlled by elements con-
nected with extremist Shiite militias. It will 
take 12 to 18 months until the Iraqi army is 
able to receive independent missions, while 
it will take years until Iraqi forces can oper-
ate without American backing.

American forces have indeed succeeded 
in damaging al-Qaeda strongholds in Iraq, 
both via direct attacks and also thanks to the 
Sunnis who have begun to oppose the al-Qa-
eda organization. However, al-Qaeda is con-
sidered to be responsible for 90 percent of 
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attacks against military and civilian targets, 
and it still has the ability to execute high-
profile attacks. Furthermore, the increased 
disfavor of al-Qaeda in Sunni eyes has not 
contributed to Sunni willingness to come to 
terms with Shiite power.

The government of Iraq, headed by Nuri 
al-Maliki, does not control Iraq; it does not rep-
resent all of the groups fighting on the ground 
and is not prepared to take steps necessary for 
inter-ethnic reconciliation. Indeed, in 2007 the 
government partially collapsed following the 
resignation of some of the Shiite and Sunni 
ministers. At the same time, the government 
is influenced by Shiite militias, mainly by the 
Mehdi Army led by Muqtada al Sadr. Most 
of the attacks against the Sunni population 
can be attributed to the Mehdi Army and to 
the Badr organization, which was originally 
established by the Iranians. Control of the 
four southeastern provinces, which contain 
30 percent of the population and most of the 
oil destined for export, is in the hands of Shi-
ite militias. The chief security problem of the 
Shiite south is the internal power struggle, in 
which Iran is also involved. American forces 
have extremely limited influence in the south 
and have no clear strategy for handling the 
region.

Above all, however, the main problem 
is that there has been no real progress in di-
minishing the inter-ethnic conflict. Hostility 
and suspicion between the sectarian groups 
remains unchanged, and the government 
in its weakness is not making a real effort 
to advance reconciliation. Under American 
pressure, leaders of the ethnic groups have 
occasionally agreed on steps towards rec-
onciliation, but they have not implemented 
them. This failure stems from the fundamen-
tal incompatibility between the aims of the 
ethnic groups:

n	 The Sunnis do not trust the govern-
ment. In their eyes it was established by force 
under American occupation, is controlled by 
Shiites, is supported by Shiite elements con-
nected to Iran, and seeks to firmly implant 
Shiite supremacy. The Sunnis remain splin-
tered and have no leaders of authority who 
can represent the Sunni collective and con-
duct meaningful dialogue with the Shiites. 
The weakening of al-Qaeda plus the rise in 
Shiite violence have left the Sunnis weaker 
against the ethnic cleansing underway by ex-
tremist Shiite militias, which are assisted by 
elements in the police.
n	 The Shiites, after generations of being 

oppressed, do not intend forfeiting the his-
toric opportunity that has fallen into their 
hands to cement their leading status in Iraq 
by virtue of their numerical superiority. Shi-
ite leaders are also divided over the method 
of achieving their goals and their attitude to-
wards continued US presence in Iraq.
n	 The Kurds have remained focused on 

establishing their autonomy in northern Iraq, 
having at their disposal the largest of mili-
tias, the Peshmerga militia. They are not in-
volved in the Shiite-Sunni conflict, but their 
efforts to strengthen their control of Kirkuk, 
which include ethnic cleansing, have created 
friction between them and the Sunnis.

In this situation, terror and violence con-
tinue to exact a heavy price and prevent sta-
bilization of the regime. The violence is nur-
tured by Shiite aspirations for dominance 
combined with Sunni refusal to accept the 
inferiority forced upon them since the Amer-
ican intervention in Iraq. Supplementing 
this is internal competition within the ethnic 
groups and the activity of extremist organiza-
tions such as al-Qaeda. Since 2006, sectarian 
violence has increased and has replaced the 
Sunni revolt as Iraq’s prime security prob-
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lem. A contributing factor was the blowing 
up of the Golden Mosque of Samar by al-Qa-
eda, which led to attacks by Shiite militias on 
Sunni populations together with retaliatory 
acts and ethnic cleansing in various regions. 
The weight of Shiite militia activity in the in-
ter-ethnic violence has risen, and Shiite mili-
tias are responsible for an increasingly large 
number of the civilians killed and the attacks 
on American forces. 

In order to advance true reconciliation 
some essential steps are required, mainly 
those – legislation included – that bring 
about Sunni integration into the government 
system. These steps include: distributing 
jobs in the central government so that Sunnis 
hold a share of jobs relatively equal to that of 
the Shiites and the Kurds, thus reducing Shi-
ite advantages; eliminating barriers to Sunni 
involvement in the army and in society, as 
well as finding a solution for former Baath 
party members; distributing oil royalties to 
Sunni regions, which have no oil sources; 
seeking an accommodation for mixed popu-
lations; and prohibiting sectarian militias. 
The government did indeed take some steps 
in this direction – distributing oil income 
and accommodating Baath members – but 
disagreements over these measures continue 
to make their implementation difficult. With-
out any substantial reconciliatory steps, no 
long term stability can be achieved, and the 
limited achievements gained up to now are 
likely to disappear.

Iraq, Where To?
Although the surge strategy has led to lim-
ited achievements, leaders in the US admin-
istration themselves admit that these are not 
guaranteed over time nor do they promise 
ultimate success. The Iraqi state of affairs 
continues to be severe: what is taking shape 

is a divided and violent society given to 
widespread crime; bitter rivalry between its 
sectarian components; a weak central gov-
ernment with no control over the country; 
militia rule in the streets; and the trappings 
of a civil war. These facts negatively influ-
ence US ability to deal with the situation, 
because what has emerged is no longer a 
confrontation with terror and revolt, rather 
a confrontation with the much more difficult 
problems of a failed state and a civil war.

Surge operations have shown that a con-
centration of American forces in a relatively 
limited area is able to reduce violence and im-
prove the security situation. Such improve-
ment, however, will not suffice beyond the 
short term, because the application of force 
cannot lead to significant long term results 
in the absence of real inter-ethnic reconcilia-
tion. The American force in Iraq is not large 
enough to effect security in all of the violent 
regions, even in the Baghdad district. There-
fore, the task for American forces is no lon-
ger to hit and weaken Iraqi insurgents and 
al-Qaeda – which is what they have done up 
to now – but to urge the different militias to 
stop sectarian violence as a means to the end. 
This is a much tougher mission, since the 
renunciation of violence depends on agree-
ment on conditions for a stable settlement, 
and finding leaders with authority and in-
fluence over their communities who can and 
will impose a settlement. If no concrete recon-
ciliation is achieved, the handful of achieve-
ments gained up to now will disappear, and 
the Iraqi establishment and government are 
liable to collapse.

The Bush administration has signaled that 
it is not about to alter its policy in Iraq signifi-
cantly, at least not until the summer of 2008 
and probably up to the end of its term, unless 
a fundamental change occurs in the situation 
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in Iraq. However, if ethnic reconciliation is 
not advanced, the prospects for success of 
the administration’s policy will remain low. 
Even the American intelligence community 
judges that if American forces continue to di-
rect extensive operations against insurgents, 
the security situation will improve only 
moderately in the coming year, but the level 
of violence will remain high; furthermore, 
there can be no expectation of broad recon-
ciliation, political progress, and economic 
improvement unless a fundamental change 
occurs in the conditions that propel the po-
litical developments.

It is clear that Iraq will in any event not re-
turn to its prior state: a united country under 
strong central rule. At best, Iraq will become 
a country with a loose federal structure. The 
central government will be weak, as large 
parts of the country have already become 
sectarian provinces dominated by militias. 
The US’s ability to influence the fashioning 
of the ethnic character of this system will be 
quite limited. Moreover, Iraq will be neither 
a stable country, at least in the upcoming 
years, nor will it be democratic. 

Implications of the Exit of US 
Forces from Iraq 
The Bush administration is not in a rush 
to withdraw its forces from Iraq and in the 
meantime also refuses to set a timetable for 
withdrawal, beyond a limited evacuation of 
forces next year to reach the pre-surge level. 
The state of affairs presented by Ambassador 
Crocker and General Petraeus in September 
2007 supports the administration’s adher-
ence to its surge approach and its reluctance 
to withdraw US forces immediately. Even 
political elements in the US demanding an 
end to the Iraq entanglement are in general 
not pressing for an immediate comprehen-

sive removal of forces. Rather, they are de-
manding the formation of an exit strategy 
leading to the evacuation of forces based on 
a defined timetable; they too realize that an 
abrupt exit will create an even worse situa-
tion and undermine the US’s credibility as 
well as its international and regional status. 
Even when the administration, the current 
one or its replacement, decides to withdraw 
the main part of its forces from Iraq, it is 
likely to do so gradually. It will presumably 
leave behind a smaller force in Iraq for an ad-
ditional time period and position a force in 
the Persian Gulf in order to try to assist the 
Iraqi regime from the outside while it deters 
Iran from intervening in Iraq. 

There are several conditions that could 
impel the administration to remove most of 
its forces from Iraq:
n	 An assessment that there is no longer 

any chance to achieve ethnic reconciliation 
and stabilize the regime in Iraq, and that the 
US will continue to pay a heavy price in ca-
sualties.
n	 Increased domestic pressure on the ad-

ministration to end the Iraqi chapter. In any 
event, the new administration will not be 
bound to the policy of its predecessor. 
n	 The expectation that an announced 

withdrawal of forces will force the sides in 
Iraq to accelerate dialogue between them to 
prevent deterioration of the situation. 

Stabilizing Iraq’s regime and security situ-
ation, if at all achievable, will take years; but 
the American administration does not have 
years at its disposal due to internal pressures 
to disengage from Iraq. This means that 
there is a reasonable possibility that the US 
will ultimately remove its forces from Iraq 
without having succeeded in stabilizing the 
regime. The withdrawal of forces from a situ-
ation of instability will have severe repercus-
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sions. The US is the primary force that has 
tried to fuse the diverse streams and bring 
the leaders of the ethnic groups toward dia-
logue, compromise, and reconciliation. The 
departure of forces will erase whatever hope 
and expectations are left among Iraqis to ar-
rive at an agreed upon settlement, and will 
reduce the chances of stabilizing the regime. 
The US is the sole entity standing behind the 
construction of the Iraqi security forces, and 
its absence will propel the dissolution of the 
Iraqi force and its division along sectarian 
lines. With no American forces in place, there 
will not be any initiatives for improving in-
ternal security, and no military force to seal 
Iraq’s borders with Syria and Iran to protect 
against the infiltration of jihad fighters and 
terrorist elements.

The departure of forces from Iraq with-
out stabilized security would have severe 
and negative implications for the situation.2 
Inter-ethnic violence and militia control over 
sizable areas would likely expand, leading 
to increased ethnic cleansing and the flight 
of refugees within and from Iraq. Removing 
the American barrier would likely enable 
strengthened cooperation between militias 
and external agents, a setting that would 
allow al-Qaeda to expand its footholds and 
freedom of action in Iraq. In addition, the 
spread of violence is liable to bring forth 
even graver developments, such as: 
n	 The outbreak of a full civil war. Today 

there are already the first signs of civil war in 
Iraq: the activity of armed militias, sectarian 
penetration into the ranks of security forces, 
mass terrorist attacks, and ethnic cleansing. 
Diminished chances of arriving at national 
reconciliation may well convince extremist 
leaders that compromise is no longer possi-
ble and force is necessary to establish facts on 
the ground. This pivotal change would likely 

occur if the security forces themselves disin-
tegrate and transform into sectarian militias.
n	 The division of Iraq. Almost all Iraqi 

elements (aside from the Kurds), all of Iraq’s 
neighbors, and the US do not want to see 
Iraq divided, given: the assumption that a 
divided Iraq would be weak; the difficulty 
involved in splitting provinces with mixed 
populations; and the difficulty in division 
of control over oil sources as Sunni regions 
are devoid of oil riches. However some of 
the conditions for Iraq’s division already 
exist: quasi-independent Kurdish autono-
my, a weak central government, the activity 
of sectarian militias, and agreement for the 
new Iraqi constitution to support a federal 
structure for the country. If violence climbs 
to a higher level following the departure of 
American forces, it is likely that Iraqi leaders 
will come to the conclusion that there is no 
choice but to make the de facto divided Iraq 
the official reality. 
n	 Iraq’s weakness and the violent strug-

gles within the country are liable to turn Iraq 
into a safe haven for terror elements that will 
operate within Iraq as emissaries of the dif-
ferent sects, and outwardly, against moder-
ate Islamic regimes, American and Western 
targets, and Israel.
n	 The departure of US forces is liable to 

cause increased intervention in Iraq by Iraq’s 
neighbors. Turkey is already on the verge of 
military intervention against Kurdish rebels 
in northern Iraq. If the Iraqi Kurds take steps 
towards achieving independence, Turkey 
and Iran would likely intervene in the Kurd-
ish region. Iran is in any case deeply involved 
in some of the Shiite militias in Iraq; the evac-
uation of American forces would likely open 
up additional possibilities for Iran to intensi-
fy its influence in Shiite provinces.

The departure of American forces will 
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considerably strengthen Iran’s regional sta-
tus. Iran’s strategic situation already im-
proved with the fall of Saddam Hussein’s re-
gime, which removed the Iraqi threat hover-
ing over Iran and dismissed the only regional 
force that could counterbalance Iran’s status 
in the Gulf. A withdrawal by the US against 
the backdrop of failure would enhance Iran’s 
situation and impact in the region even more, 
and in this regard, reinforce the image of the 
Shiite axis threat. There would be similar 
implications, though more limited in dimen-
sions, for Syria’s situation. Nevertheless, the 
American threat to Iran will not be removed; 
and if the US demonstrates its determination 
in handling the Iranian problem, especially 
the nuclear issue (including via military pres-
sure) it would somewhat counterbalance the 
picture vis-à-vis Iran’s increasing strength.

If the US removes its forces from Iraq un-
der the cloud of failure, it would no doubt 
harm US credibility as well as its status and 
deterrent ability, at least in the immediate 
term. Its Arab allies would likely be skepti-
cal as to just how much they can rely on the 
US and to what extent the US is able to de-
fend them and their regimes in times of dis-
tress. The stamp of failure in Iraq combined 
with internal reservations in the US over the 
administration’s moves are liable to limit the 
administration’s ability to take far-reaching 
and forceful measures when the need arises, 
mainly in the Middle East – and that includes 
the Iranian nuclear issue.

Still, a lot will depend on the future ap-
proach and policy of the American adminis-
tration. If it is determined to rectify the dam-
age to its status and prove that its hands are 
not tied by the Iraqi chapter, it is reasonable 
to assume it will be able to restore its status 
and image as time goes by. The administra-
tion can note that even after its entanglement 

in Iraq, the US remains the sole world su-
perpower, at least for the coming years. The 
test case for this is likely to be the handling 
of the Iranian nuclear threat. If the Ameri-
can administration proves its determination, 
shrewdness, and consistency in tackling this 
issue, and especially if its efforts are crowned 
a success and Iran’s nuclear program is 
stopped, it would be sufficient to counterbal-
ance the failure in Iraq. 

And finally, there are the implications for 
Israel. The biggest gain for Israel from the 
war in Iraq has already been achieved: the 
Iraqi threat, which once constituted an im-
portant component in the set of threats facing 
Israel, has been removed, at least for many 
years. However in other respects, matters 
are liable to balance negatively against Israel. 
The harm to US deterrent ability, the possible 
improvement of Iran’s strategic position, the 
strengthening of the Shiite axis, the possibil-
ity of Iraq turning into a regional hub of ter-
ror, and increased threats against moderate 
Arab countries headed by Jordan do not bear 
good tidings for Israel. Moreover, the key to 
the future strategic balance of power, in re-
gard to Israel as well, will probably be the 
outcome of the Iranian nuclear issue. Ameri-
can success here, whether by political or mil-
itary means, could counter the impression of 
failure in Iraq – or vice versa.

Notes
1	 In theory the American administration had 

two further options: to support one of the eth-
nic groups in the internal struggle and help it 
rule Iraq, or to bring about the partition of Iraq, 
but these approaches were even less practical. 
See Olga Oliker et al., U.S. Policy Options for 
Iraq: A Reassessment (RAND, 2007).

2	 See Ephraim Kam, “Marching Johnny Home: 
Evacuating the American Forces from Iraq,” 
Strategic Assessment 8, no. 4 (2006): 13-20.
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Syria, September 6
Sharpening Questions and Dilemmas

Emily B. Landau

From reports that have appeared mainly in the US and British media, on September 6, 
2007 Israel apparently attacked a nascent nuclear facility in Syria that was under con-
struction through the help of North Korea. Some recent reports assess that it could have 

been something even more ominous: a facility for assembling bombs. While none of the major 
protagonists are showing their cards, there is mounting evidence that supports the conclusion 
that highly suspicious activity was underway at the site. The fact that according to satellite im-
ages Syria flattened the area that was hit – which leaves nothing for the IAEA to inspect – has 
convinced the more hard-core skeptics of this. Already from the beginning, however, there 
were good reasons to believe that this was the site of some form of nuclear activity, particu-
larly since it is highly implausible that Israel would have risked a war with Syria following a 
tension-ridden summer for anything less than what it perceived as a supreme strategic goal.1 

That Syria is apparently seeking to supplement its chemical deterrence with a nuclear one 
is of course a serious source of concern, and the fact that it is acting clandestinely indicates that 
Syria was violating its international commitments according to the NPT. At the same time, 
more important strategic questions are at stake that relate not only to Syria, but also to Iran, 
North Korea, and relations between the three states. And while experts may continue to pore 
over satellite images and debate whether there is conclusive evidence that the attacked site 
was designated to be a nuclear reactor, the emergent strategic questions, in light of what seems 
likely to have happened, are particularly pressing.

From Syria’s vantage, the question is not only whether Syria was striving for an additional 
layer of deterrence (beyond its chemical weapons threat), but whether it was also seeking the 
enhanced regional standing that comes with nuclear capabilities. In that case, however, what 
would be the implications for Syria’s relations with Iran? In fact, when relations with Iran are 
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factored in, it is hard to imagine that Iran was not involved in Syria’s decision. In addition, 
the facility was presumably the product of cooperation with North Korea, which works in 
cooperation with Iran in the non-conventional realm (and perhaps even received the financing 
from Iran). In that case, what would Iran’s calculation be in allowing its strategic partner to 
develop the same capabilities that it was striving for? An additional possibility was that Iran 
and North Korea were perhaps hoping to use Syria as a kind of “safe haven” for their own 
nuclear technologies and components when they came under greater international scrutiny. 
To understand the new proliferation challenges and shifting strategic realities, these are at 
least some of the questions that must be considered. 

As for Israel, the possibility was raised that this attack could very well have been a message 
to Iran, indicating Israel’s willingness to employ military force in that sphere as well. While 
this could be the case, a different interpretation – that has more far-reaching implications for 
the control of WMD in the Middle East – is that Israel’s attack was the expression not so much 
of future options vis-à-vis Iran, but rather of a conclusion that Israel has drawn from past expe-
rience, namely, the ineffective handling of the Iranian nuclear file from 2002 until today. In this 
sense, the lesson is that if nuclear activity is not nipped in the bud, it sprouts into a problem 
that is more difficult to resolve, either with diplomacy or through use of military force. 

In other words, not only is the NPT not able to ensure that a determined proliferator will 
not attain nuclear weapons, but different forms of diplomacy attempted by strong states might 
not do the job either. And when it finally becomes clear that diplomacy has failed, too much 
time will have elapsed, rendering the military option too difficult to carry out, for both techni-
cal and political reasons. 

The severe limitations of the global NPT regime, as well as the inability of strong inter-
national players to employ diplomacy successfully could very well encourage states to take 
matters into their own hands in the future. Another option open to states – in the immediate 
context, to Middle East states – is to both contemplate more seriously and search actively for 
solutions that are grounded in regional dynamics: regional dialogue on arms control, in order to 
foster new regional rules of the game. This is particularly apt when we take into account that 
both the motivation to proliferate and the strongest motivation to stop proliferation (on the 
part of Israel) are very much grounded in regional calculations.

Beyond the complex regional issues, there is a global problem as well that demands atten-
tion on the international level. The possible North Korea/Iran/Syria connection brings into 
sharper focus the changing nature of the global non-proliferation challenge, which makes it 
imperative to explore new directions for international arms control and nonproliferation ef-
forts. 

Note
1	 William J. Broad and Mark Mazzeti, “Photos Show Cleansing of Suspect Syrian Site,” New York Times, 

October 26, 2007.
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The National Emergency Authority:
New Prospects or More of the Same?

Meir Elran 

On September 16, 2007, the government decided to authorize the 
minister of defense to establish a start-up team for a National Emer-
gency Authority (NEA) at the Ministry of Defense, and to this end 
approved an additional six positions over the current limit. Within 
ninety days the minister of defense is to submit to the government a 
proposal concerning the nature of the Authority, based on the recom-
mendations of the start-up team. The proposal will include the new 
authority’s structure, functions, jurisdiction, and required operating 
budget, as well as other matters concerning its activity.
	 The decision to establish the start-up team followed the June 10 
government session, at which the deputy defense minister raised the 
idea of establishing a National Emergency Authority. This new entity 
was to constitute an overseeing body that would coordinate the ac-
tions of government ministries, local authorities, and other public 
organizations for preparing the home front’s operations prior to and 
during an emergency.1 

Thus more than one year after the Sec-
ond Lebanon War,2 the government of 
Israel decided to establish a new um-

brella organization for managing the home 
front. The functional specifications of the 
Authority were, for the time being, left to the 
debate and recommendations of the start-up 
team. But from the announcement one can 
already infer the following: 
n	 A special authority will be set up for 

handling the civilian home front, based on 
the recommendations of numerous bodies, 
including those of the state comptroller: “It 
is important that the government ensure that 
one central national organ will have both 
responsibility and authority and be able to 

coordinate attention and effort in the man-
agement of Israel’s home front under routine 
and emergency conditions.”3

n	 The prime function of the Authority 
will be to coordinate the actions of govern-
ment, municipal, and volunteer organiza-
tions prior to and during emergency situa-
tions. The statement that the NEA is to fo-
cus on coordinating actions means that the 
Authority will not constitute the supreme 
national agent responsible for deploying and 
managing the civilian front during an emer-
gency.4 Therefore, as long as there is no legis-
lative change in the situation, responsibility 
for the civilian front will remain divided be-
tween different government ministries and 
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national agencies, local authorities, and vol-
unteer organizations, whose involvement is 
expanding as the official agencies gradually 
abdicate their responsibility for those who 
are in need of their services in both emergen-
cy and routine conditions.5

n	 The Authority will be part of the Min-
istry of Defense6 and under the responsi-
bility of the deputy minister. Thus the gov-
ernment finalized its previous resolution 
subordinating the national management of 
all the diverse civilian home front issues to 
the Ministry of Defense. This contrasts with 
recommendations of the National Security 
Council and the Knesset Foreign Affairs and 
Defense Committee’s subcommittee that ex-
amined the home front preparedness, which 
proposed subordinating the NEA to the Min-
istry of Internal Security. There were also 
some who suggested establishing a special 
government ministry for the systemic man-
agement of the civilian front.

The significance of these developments at 
this stage is twofold. On the one hand, the 
Israeli government indeed made a major and 
important move with the decision to estab-
lish the NEA. It implies official recognition 
of the centrality of the civilian home front in 
Israel along with the military front. The close 
interrelations between the military and civil-
ian fronts is one of the key lessons of the Sec-
ond Lebanon War, and the government’s at-
tention to this issue is warranted and creates 
a basis for constructing an updated system 
for facing future challenges. On the other 
hand, the wording and the implied directions 
of the resolution suggest a long and difficult 
path to creating a real change in the national 
system’s management of the intricacies and 
challenges of the civilian home front. 

There are several criteria for measuring 
qualitative changes in the national system’s 

approach to the civilian front. These include:
n	 Up-to-date legislation. As strange as it 

might seem, current legislation is based on 
the Civil Defense Law of 1951, which refers 
to the mission of civil defense as follows: “to 
take all measures for defending the popula-
tion against any attack from hostile forces or 
to minimize the consequences of such attack, 
with an emphasis on saving lives.”7 Today 
the responsibility for the Civil Defense Law 
lies with the IDF Home Front Command, un-
der the direction of the Ministry of Defense. 
This law needs to be updated, if not entirely 
changed, with appropriate reference to the 
diversity of public needs during an emer-
gency, and primarily to the central question 
of responsibility of the various agencies han-
dling different components of the civilian 
front.8 It is worth clarifying that the respon-
sibility of the Israeli police (which operates 
according to the Police Act of 1971 and a 
specific government resolution), is defined 
as the organ responsible for “internal securi-
ty” (as opposed to the IDF, which is defined 
as responsible for “external security”). It is 
imperative that the responsibility of the po-
lice be updated in context of the functions of 
the Home Front Command, which today, at 
least in theory, is fairly limited considering 
the needs of the civilian home front (main-
ly to shelter specifications, rescue, and relief 
operations).9 As long as there is no new and 
comprehensive legislation that provides a 
systemic response to the wide needs of the 
civilian front and clearly defines who is re-
sponsible for what and who coordinates and 
runs the show, the system will continue to 
suffer from the familiar and grievous lapses, 
as manifested in the last war.
n	 Designing a practical model for the divi-

sion of labor in managing the civilian front. The 
present situation encompasses a multiplicity 
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of agencies, with no defined system for coor-
dination between them. The 2006 war, when 
the home front was severely challenged, 
proved the problematic nature of the dis-
organized system. As analyzed in a parlia-
mentary report issued by a special commit-
tee headed by MK Ami Ayalon, “there was 
no single director, but rather several organs 
working in parallel. The system functioned 
with a number of heads, with no national in-
tegrating body possessing an overall picture 
for managing the activities.”10 It suggested 
that what is needed is a clear and regulated 
model acceptable to all parties that would 
determine the division of labor among them. 
Indeed, on the face of it, there is perhaps an 
advantage in assigning one body to be re-
sponsible for the entire system, to prepare 
it in advance and to run it in an emergency. 
In such a case it might have been desirable 
to appoint a special minister for the civilian 
home front matters, or assign a special min-
ister in the prime minister’s office. However 
this scenario seems unrealistic considering 
Israel’s political setting. It is unlikely for the 
different government ministries involved in 
managing the civilian front11 to consent to 
accepting the authority of another ministry 
or minister (apart perhaps from the prime 
minister’s office). Under these circumstanc-
es it seems reasonable to assign the leading 
position to the Ministry of Defense, but this 
would necessitate the institutionalization in 
a precise manner of the nature of the mutual 
relationship between the different ministries 
and agents, and the nature of the Ministry 
of Defense’s responsibility for this integra-
tive system. It might be advisable that in 
areas that are clearly of a security nature 
(matters connected with active and passive 
defense, prevention, protection, shelters, 
rescue and relief), the responsibility and au-

thority should be assigned to the Ministry of 
Defense, to be executed by the Home Front 
Command of the IDF. Areas of clearly civilian 
significance and nature should be dealt with 
by other ministries, such as the ministries of 
Social Welfare, Health, and Education. In any 
case, strong coordinating mechanisms will 
be needed, such as ministerial committees 
and/or directorial committees, to enhance 
the necessary inter-ministry integration. 
n	 Reducing dependency on the IDF and the 

Home Front Command. It seems that one of 
the reasons for conferring on the Ministry of 
Defense the responsibility to establish, build, 
and manage the NEA (beyond political con-
siderations) is its organizational and budget-
ary strength and its control over the IDF and 
the Home Front Command. This is a sound 
consideration, mainly because of the need 
in times of crisis for abundant and available 
manpower. But there are other consider-
ations for constructing the NEA with lim-
ited dependency on the Home Front Com-
mand. First, despite the linkage between the 
military and the civilian front during war, 
those who lead them may have contradicto-
ry or opposed considerations and interests. 
The IDF General Staff must be focused on 
the military front; therein lie its main chal-
lenges and the essence of its responsibility. 
It cannot and should not be occupied with 
considerations of the civilian front. Second, 
leaders of the home front must be sensitive 
and attentive to the hardships of the civilian 
population and prepared to come up with 
appropriate responses. Due to the weighty 
social component of the civilian front, it is 
especially important for those in charge to be 
experienced professional citizens, with mas-
tery of civilian facilities and mechanisms. 
They could certainly be assisted by reserve 
soldiers who have received prior training 
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and are recruited for this purpose; however, 
dependence on them should be minimal and 
primarily technical.12

n	 Empowering the role of the local author-
ities. Continuing the previous argument, 
organizational updating requires assigning 
a central role to the local authorities for all 
matters concerning the psycho-social care 
of the population in times of distress. The 
central role of the government should be in 
setting standards for meeting the challeng-
es of the civilian front, designing a national 
long range work plan, budgeting the various 
agencies, and assisting weaker local author-
ities. On the other hand, the local authorities 
must be assigned full responsibility for the 
management of the challenges on the civil-
ian front. Only the professionals of the local 
authority are sufficiently familiar with the 
citizens, their needs, and the appropriate 
responses. This is especially the case with 
regard to the weaker segments of the pop-
ulation, such as the elderly, children, those 
at risk, and the underprivileged segments 
of the society. Emergency situations cause a 
sharp rise in needs of support. It is only those 
who care for those people on a routine basis 
who can attend to them in times of severe cri-
sis. The prerequisite for meeting such chal-
lenges is professional long term preparation. 
Some of the local authorities, particularly the 
stronger ones, are already heavily engaged 
in this endeavor; others must follow suit. 
The NEA should take upon itself the mission 
of ensuring that the entire local system is ad-
equately prepared for emergencies, based on 
structured criteria and a precise and budget-
ed work plan.. The Authority must not try to 
replace the local authorities. The Authority’s 
role must be limited to enabling the local au-
thorities to deploy themselves fully and pro-
fessionally for emergency scenarios.

n	 Adequate utilization of volunteers and 
philanthropic resources. During the last war 
the state’s oblivion to some of the social ser-
vices13 brought on a large and positive on-
rush of aid work by numerous volunteer or-
ganizations. This is doubtless of great benefit 
and testifies to the strength of Israeli society. 
It is important that the non-profit NGOs are 
incorporated ahead of time in the deploy-
ment of the local authorities, so that their 
contribution is effective, helpful, and direct-
ed to the places where it is truly needed.

The establishment of a National Emer-
gency Authority is an opportune moment for 
constructing a suitable response to the severe 
challenges expected on the civilian front in 
times of war. Construction of the model, cur-
rently underway, will greatly influence the 
system’s success in functioning efficiently 
and beneficially during crisis situations. If 
the start-up team for the Authority succeeds 
in developing a smart model that correctly 
exploits the advantages of the various agen-
cies, there is a real chance for a quantum leap 
in managing the civilian home front.14 The 
government of Israel must make sure that 
the new Authority integrates a correct bal-
ance between the various organs involved in 
the mission, with the central area of civilian 
care performed by civilian professionals.

Notes
1	 Announcement by the government secretary 

of September 16, 2007.
2	 See Meir Elran, “The Civilian Front in the Sec-

ond Lebanon War,” in The Second Lebanon War: 
Strategic Dimensions, eds. Meir Elran and Shlo-
mo Brom (Tel Aviv: Yediot Ahronot and INSS, 
2007).

3	 State Comptroller’s report on the deployment 
and functioning of the home front during the 
Second Lebanon War, July 2007, p. 12.

4	 The office of Deputy Defense Minister Vilnai 
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would not exempt other government minis-
tries from responsibility in their respective 
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manage, supervise, and coordinate between 
all of the bodies and authorities when needed, 
Haaretz, September 16, 2007.

5	 Government resolution 1577 determines that 
designated government ministries will con-
tinue to bear responsibility for matters under 
their jurisdiction in emergency situations. Staff 
work will also address interfaces between the 
Ministry of Defense and the designated min-
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dling the home front during emergencies, and 
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gencies caused by natural disasters) would be 
in the hands of the minister of defense.

7	 The Legal Code 71, March 1951.
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law. It is no coincidence that since 1951 the 
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ful in doing so for a thousand and one reasons. 
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Front Command unless a state of war, as de-
fined by the Civil Defense Law, is declared.

10	 The committee headed by MK Ami Ayalon for 
examining the preparedness of the home front 
during emergencies – preliminary report, Sep-
tember 2006.

11	 These ministries include the Ministry of De-
fense – responsible for the IDF and the Home 
Front Command; the Ministry of Internal Se-
curity – responsible for the police; the Minis-
try of the Interior – responsible for local au-
thorities; plus the Ministries of Health; Social 
Services; Education; Finance; Industry, Trade, 
and Labor; and others, each with its relevant 
piece of the functional and budgetary pie.

12	 Recruiting reserve soldiers to assist the civilian 
system could be vital in cases of widespread 
human disaster, or in the event of the paraly-
sis of civilian systems, as happened at times 
in different places during the Second Lebanon 
War. See for example the State Comptroller’s 
report, p. 496, which determined that within 
some of the local authorities, about two thirds 
of the workers were absent during the war.

13	 See the SHATIL report, Citizens on the Front 
Lines, summarizing the failures in the man-
agement of the home front during the Second 
Lebanon War from a civilian viewpoint, Feb-
ruary 2007, p. 32, on the absence of a sovereign 
authority and reliance on civic society.

14	 Correct reorganization will of course not be 
enough. The new authority must ensure more 
adequate budgeting for the needs of the civil-
ian front. According to Ofer Shelah, Maariv, 
July 20, 2007, a total of 367 million shekels was 
allocated in 2006 for civil defense at the Home 
Front Command, representing 1 percent of its 
total security budget. In the budget for 2007, 
a year in which the security budget grew by 
more than ten billion shekels, 407 million 
shekels – less than 1 percent of the security 
budget – was allocated for civil defense.
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Seven Years Later
The Israel-Palestinian Conflict –  

An Interim Assessment
Anat Kurz 

September 2007 marked seven years since the outbreak of the Pales-
tinian uprising in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. There is no end 
in sight to this round of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which since its 
eruption has continued in waves. Consequently, the key developments 
and trends of the confrontation cannot be summarized definitively, 
and at best they can be illustrated in terms of an intermediate balance 
sheet. At the same time the bottom line of this balance sheet, which 
addresses the major aspects of a multifaceted, implication-laden con-
flict, is clear, unequivocal, and distressing. It indicates a considerable 
worsening of conditions for laying the foundations of an Israeli-Pales-
tinian compromise based on political and territorial separation and 
the establishment of a viable Palestinian political-economic entity 
alongside the State of Israel. The Palestinian institutional system has 
disintegrated, the camp espousing compromise has lost its leading 
status, and the militant opposition has strengthened. For its part, Israel 
has recoiled from deeming reciprocity and coordination as necessary 
conditions for redeploying in the territories. Attempts to revive the 
political process to advance an Israeli-Palestinian settlement – as a 
goal unto itself and as a way to stabilize the Middle East by lowering 
the profile of this locus of regional instability – have recurred repeat-
edly since this round of the conflict erupted. Following seven years 
of upheaval, communication between the sides has been renewed 
of late with an increasing sense of urgency. But deteriorating circum-
stances, which are the direct background of current efforts to renew 
negotiations towards a settlement, threaten to rob these attempts of 
any relevance to the reality as it evolved in the scene of conflict over 
the past seven years.

Anat Kurz, senior research associate at INSS
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Confrontation
The visit to the Temple Mount by then oppo-
sition leader Ariel Sharon on September 28, 
2000, against the backdrop of a tense dead-
lock in Israeli-Palestinian relations following 
the failure of the Camp David summit, was 
the trigger that set off rioting in the territo-
ries. The riots drew a harsh response from 
the Israeli security forces, which sought to 
curb their spread and stop them from evolv-
ing into an organized violent revolt. The first 
goal was successfully met. The second was 
only partially achieved and that at a heavy 
cost – in terms of lives, mostly Palestinian; in 
terms of the destruction of Palestinian insti-
tutional and economic infrastructures; and in 
terms of the belief by the two sides that con-
crete talks on a settlement could be renewed. 
Many of the confrontation’s manifestations 
that can be represented statistically attest to 
its severity, including: the extent of terrorist 
attacks carried out by Palestinians, the num-
ber of causalities incurred by terrorist attacks 
and Israeli responses, and the scale of eco-
nomic damage to the Palestinian economy.

Once the initial rioting ebbed, militant fac-
tions from various ideological and political 
currents positioned themselves at the fore-
front of the Palestinian struggle. The Israeli 
counter response, which over time reduced 
these factions’ freedom of action, included 
aerial attacks, ground incursions, artillery 
fire, and pursuit of activists.1 A turning point 
occurred following Operation Defensive 
Shield, which began in April 2002 and saw the 
IDF retake control of Palestinian cities in the 
West Bank. The separation fence, erected fol-
lowing a government resolution also of April 
2002, was likewise considered a factor that 
helped reduce the extent of terrorist attacks. 
The number of shooting, grenade throwing, 
and bomb planting incidents dropped signifi-

cantly, as did the number of suicide attacks in 
populated areas within the Green Line. This 
trend fed into assessments that the uprising 
was fading. However, the violence did not 
die out; it merely changed its principal mode, 
since once Israeli civilian targets were more 
difficult to access, there was a shift in pat-
terns of action. Since 2005, the suicide attacks 
– the most blatant expression of the struggle 
against Israel and the focus of Israeli counter 
activity – have been largely replaced by the 
ongoing mortar and Qassam rocket fire from 
the Gaza Strip into the western Negev.2 

The extent of casualties also fluctuated 
along the timeline, but its significance went 
beyond periodic measurements. The loss 
of life resulting from the conflict following 
years of Israeli-Palestinian relations that at 
least in theory relied on a mutual willingness 
to compromise was from the beginning of 
the confrontation the main obstacle to a re-
sumption of purposeful discussions on com-
promise. In the period between September 
29, 2000 and October 31, 2007, a total of 4,304 
Palestinians were killed by Israel security 
forces; 1,433 of them were directly involved 
in warfare against Israel. A total of 41 Pales-
tinians were killed by Israeli citizens. A to-
tal of 323 Israeli security personnel and 704 
Israeli citizens were killed by Palestinians 
– 471 of the latter within the Green Line and 
the rest in incidents and attacks in the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip.3

An additional casualty of the conflict 
was the prospect for growth in the Palestin-
ian economy. To be sure, the offensive and 
defensive efforts against the uprising de-
manded the allocation of multiple resources 
from the Israeli economy, yet this investment 
could be charted in terms of monetary cost. 
In contrast, the Palestinian economy, which 
was never rooted on independent founda-
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tions, collapsed, clearly interrupting the 
trend of growth evidenced during the years 
preceding the outbreak of the confronta-
tion.4 A report published by the World Bank 
in September 2007 indicated a slump in Pal-
estinian GDP, dropping from $1,612 in 1999 
to $1,129 in 2006. Construction projects and 
economic initiatives were paralyzed, for-
eign investment in development ceased, and 
commerce was severely disrupted. Due to 
closures, imposed in response to attacks, and 
the difficulties in transit between areas in the 
territories and into Israel, export of goods 
from the territories was interrupted and 
from time to time stopped completely. The 
entry of workers into Israel thinned out to 
the point that it ceased almost entirely. In the 
absence of local employment alternatives, 
unemployment in the territories spiraled. 
Most of the external aid sent to the territories 
– intended for humanitarian support and al-
leviation of hardship caused by the collapse 
of the health and welfare systems – was used 
to pay the salaries of public workers so as to 
ease unrest, or to strengthen the Palestinian 
Authority security forces in confronting mili-
tant factions. The economy of the territories 
would have remained dependent on foreign 
connections and massive aid even if the con-
frontation had not erupted. However, during 
this round of the conflict a crisis developed, 
and deliverance demands a huge and con-
certed investment of resources. Yet even this 
would be pointless without a dramatic polit-
ical change that strengthens the Palestinian 
camp supporting compromise and weakens 
the ability of the militant opposition to con-
tinue provoking Israeli counter responses.

The Palestinian Arena: 
A Fight on Two Fronts 
With the outbreak of the uprising, the Fa-

tah-led PA encouraged the participation of 
its forces in the rioting. In the absence of 
any political achievement it could register 
and in light of the developing struggle, this 
policy was intended to preserve its status 
at home. But this lawlessness turned out to 
be a double-edged sword that brought ruin 
to the PA as the armed struggle went out 
of control. Organizational boundaries were 
breached. Militant factions that organized 
locally, including those that bolted from 
Fatah ranks, built independent operational 
infrastructures and agendas. Ties with radi-
cal elements in the region, primarily Iran 
and the Lebanese Hizbollah, strengthened. 
As time went by, and particularly following 
Operation Defensive Shield, the PA leader-
ship acknowledged increasingly the threat to 
its status, which stemmed from the political 
deadlock and from the strengthened unau-
thorized factions. But when the leadership 
attempted to restore the original mandate 
of the police and security forces, it was too 
late. The PA itself – its institutions, facilities, 
and political status – became the object of a 
sweeping Israeli offensive. In addition, the 
PA became the focus of international criti-
cism for its part in the confrontation and of 
domestic criticism for its helplessness in the 
face of the harsh Israeli response.

Still, the approach of the leadership to 
what was required for limiting the militant 
factions’ freedom of action, particularly for 
structural reform of the security forces, was 
clearly ambivalent. President Yasir Arafat 
blocked the creation of coordinating mecha-
nisms between the various security branches 
because this would perforce create a local hub 
of power and erode the status of Fatah’s vet-
eran leadership. And so, aside from the direct 
hit absorbed by PA institutions at the hands 
of Israel, the lack of coordination between se-
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curity forces prevented a deployment that at 
least in the first stages of the uprising would 
likely have helped to subdue the militant 
factions. Most of all, the accelerated weaken-
ing of the PA reduced the possibility, limited 
anyway, of restraining the continual violent 
efforts by Hamas to escalate the struggle and 
thereby prevent Israeli-Palestinian dialogue, 
i.e., what would help allow the rehabilitation 
of the legal and political base underlying the 
PA.

Given the internal strife, a modus vivendi 
between Fatah and Hamas became a condi-
tion for easing the Israeli-Palestinian con-
frontation, stabilizing the Palestinian arena, 
and preparing for Palestinian representation 
in any eventual political process. The effort 
to reach an understanding between the rival 
movements proceeded along three channels: 
direct contacts between Fatah and Hamas, 
elections in the PA, and establishing a unity 
government. All of these failed.

The political standstill spurred Egypt to 
pressure Fatah and Hamas to coordinate 
conditions for a ceasefire. Since late 2001 the 
talks between them were held in Cairo. The 
PA sought to use the calm for security and 
administrative deployment, while for its part 
Hamas was prepared to risk the strengthen-
ing of the PA in exchange for the prospect that 
calm would allow itself to garner strength un-
der the relaxation of Israeli military pressure. 
These common-opposed interests brought 
the sides back to the negotiating table from 
time to time, despite the growing competi-
tion between them for national leadership. 
Agreement regarding the strategic goals of 
the struggle was not on the agenda. The his-
toric conflict, especially the escalation phase 
that began in the fall of 2000, lent the internal 
Palestinian struggle an unending general ra-
tionale and a plethora of renewed pretexts. 

Israel’s policy of fighting the armed uprising 
and setting firm conditions, particularly a 
total cessation of violence, for any resump-
tion of negotiations influenced the course of 
the intra-Palestinian talks. In turn, the failure 
of the talks to lay the groundwork for calm 
presented Israel with ongoing security chal-
lenges. Israel itself, however, was neither a 
party to the talks nor to the understandings 
achieved through them, rather an interested 
spectator only.

Three times the talks concluded with un-
derstandings. In July 2003 a hudna (cease-
fire) came into force, but the grace period 
was short. Prime Minister Mahmoud Abbas 
(Abu Mazen), who waved the banner of a 
halt to the violence, was appointed a num-
ber of months prior in an attempt to achieve, 
even for appearance’s sake, reform in the 
PA. He resigned, effectively admitting fail-
ure in bringing about a breakthrough. His 
replacement, Ahmed Qurei (Abu Ala), fared 
likewise. In March 2005, Hamas once again 
agreed to a relaxation of fighting in exchange 
for the consent of Abbas, elected as PA presi-
dent two months previously, that Hamas par-
ticipate in elections to the Palestinian Legis-
lative Council (PLC). But the shooting from 
the Gaza Strip continued; at this stage it was 
meant to demonstrate the contribution by 
Hamas and Islamic Jihad to Israel’s decision 
to withdraw from the Gaza Strip. In Novem-
ber 2006, after another round of escalation in 
the conflict with Israel, a further period of re-
laxation was declared, yet Israel’s operations 
against the armed infrastructure in the West 
Bank and Gaza continued to serve as a mo-
tive and pretext for continued shooting. This 
dynamic, spurred by the intensifying dispute 
between Fatah and Hamas over control of PA 
security apparatuses, caused this attempt at 
any semblance of calm to fail as well.
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The Hamas victory to the PLC elections 
in January 2006 reflected two interwoven 
trends, evident in the days of the first up-
rising and maturing during the second: the 
erosion of the status of the PLO and veteran 
Fatah leadership in the Palestinian political 
system, and a shift in the center of gravity of 
the Palestinian national struggle from the di-
aspora to the territories. It was a moot point 
whether the national struggle meant the es-
tablishment of a Palestinian state alongside 
Israel, according to Fatah’s declared policy, 
or the liberation of Palestine in its entirety 
within the framework of regional Islam-
ization, according to the official policy of 
Hamas. Local forces with diverse ideological 
affiliations claimed for themselves the politi-
cal assets that for years were the unshakable 
domain of the Fatah-led PLO – representa-
tion of the Palestinian national movement. 
The locally rooted Hamas gained the victory. 
This achievement was aided by the move-
ment’s administrative deployment coupled 
with a split between the veteran Fatah lead-
ership and the younger Fatah generation, 
which was also locally rooted. A qualifica-
tion to Hamas’s achievement was the elec-
tion of Abbas to the presidency by a major-
ity of approximately 60 percent. Still, Hamas 
gained the electoral right to establish the 
government, an achievement that bypassed 
Fatah’s persistent refusal to consent to the 40 
percent representation in PLO institutions as 
demanded by Hamas.

Yasir Arafat died in November 2004. He 
was the one considered primarily responsi-
ble for the failed functioning of the PA since 
its establishment, the spread of corruption 
in its ranks, and the unleashing of the vio-
lent uprising. Arafat’s death was therefore 
perceived as the development that would 
remove obstacles to reform in the PA, help 

institutionalize calm, and perhaps even en-
able a political breakthrough. Consequently, 
this was one of the factors that encouraged 
the call for elections in the territories. Israel 
and the Fatah leadership feared that Hamas 
participation in the elections would officially 
validate its broadening influence, but the 
American administration upheld the plan 
for elections as part of the democratization 
process for the Middle East, intended to help 
bring stability to the region. In any event, 
the results of the elections dashed hopes for 
a new order in the PA. The Hamas platform 
emphasized promises of change and reform, 
but did not include renewed negotiations 
with Israel. The movement affirmed its re-
fusal to recognize Israel and its commitment 
to the struggle for the liberation of Palestine, 
from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan 
River. Thus even the consolidation of Hamas 
rule would not have paved the path to dia-
logue, at least not in the short term.
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In May 2005, members of various Pales-
tinian factions imprisoned in Israel formu-
lated a national reconciliation document. It 
outlined principles for the establishment of a 
unity government and a proposal to limit the 
struggle against Israel to the territories. But 
the prisoners’ document turned into a fur-
ther arena of power struggle for Fatah and 
Hamas. Abbas adopted it fully, with an eye 
to preserving the remnants of Fatah’s strong-
holds. Hamas rejected the document out of 
adherence to the movement’s strategic objec-
tive – institutionalization as a governmental 
alternative. Contacts between the movements 
were suspended due to fierce clashes between 
their activists, which evoked an atmosphere 
of impending civil war in the territories and 
a renewed escalation of clashes with Israel. 
This was evident in the resumption of Israeli 
military action in the Gaza Strip following 
persistent shooting into the western Negev 
and the kidnapping of an Israeli soldier by 
a cell of an Islamic faction that crossed the 
Gaza border. The principles of national rec-
onciliation formulated by the prisoners lost 
their significance following the escalation on 
the two fronts that the document sought to 
restrain. 

A regional diplomatic move once again 
placed the entry of Fatah into the Hamas gov-
ernment on the agenda. The principles of a 
unity government were finalized at talks held 
in Mecca brokered by Saudi Arabia. Riyadh’s 
intention, shared by the rest of the members 
of the Arab League, was to establish Pales-
tinian representation at regional talks based 
on the Arab peace initiative. This initiative 
emphasized resolving the Israeli-Palestinian 
dispute over borders and refugees as the key 
to establishing relations between them and 
Israel and thereby shaping a new regional 
order. The unity government was sworn in 

on March 17, 2007, against the backdrop of 
preparations for the Riyadh summit in June 
at which members of the Arab League ratified 
the initiative. The government’s platform did 
not include an acceptance of the demands 
made to Hamas for gaining recognition by 
Israel and the Quartet: recognizing Israel’s 
right to exist, adopting past agreements 
signed by Israel and the PLO, and abstaining 
from terror. Therefore, the establishment of 
the government did not constitute an open-
ing for renewed dialogue. Still, this was not 
the reason for the breakup of the unity gov-
ernment approximately three months follow-
ing its formation. Institutional coordination, 
as far as Fatah and Hamas were concerned, 
was meant to both remove the boycott im-
posed on the PA following the establish-
ment of the Hamas government and stop the 
spread of anarchy in the territories. Renewed 
dialogue with Israel was the secondary goal, 
even if only from Fatah’s standpoint. In any 
event, the unity government did not function 
due to disagreements over the division of re-
sponsibility and because clashes between ac-
tivists from both movements continued and 
even escalated.5 In June, with the surrender 
of Fatah-manned security forces, the Gaza 
Strip fell to Hamas rule. Abbas dissolved the 
unity government and set up an alternative 
government in the West Bank. Added to its 
geographic and economic isolation, the Gaza 
Strip was now politically cut off from the rest 
of the PA territories.

In light of this development, Fatah sus-
pended its efforts to restore its domestic 
status by reaching an accommodation with 
Hamas, and cast its fortunes once again with 
the political process. Control of the West Bank 
remained in its hands, but relied on Israeli 
support and hopes for a political settlement 
and economic rehabilitation. If these hopes 
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are punctured, Israel’s backing will impede 
Fatah’s ability, in any case limited, to mo-
bilize public support in its struggle against 
Hamas, which seeks to expand its hold to the 
West Bank as well.

The Israeli Arena: Political 
Separation, Physical Disengagement
The failure of efforts to calm the violent 
confrontation prevented progress along the 
Roadmap for Peace in the Middle East, ad-
opted in July 2002 by the Quartet, and later, 
notwithstanding concerns and reservations, 
by Israel and the PA as well. The roadmap 
specifies three stages preceding a final settle-
ment: (1) halting the violence and institut-
ing reform in the PA; (2) holding general 
elections in the territories and establishing a 
Palestinian state within provisional borders; 
and (3) drafting a permanent settlement in 
2005. General elections in the territories were 
indeed held, albeit late. The other stages 
were not implemented, and the two sides 
supplied contrasting explanations for the 
link between the political deadlock and the 
cycle of violence. The PA refused to commit 
to total calm, claiming it could not do so as 
long as the Israeli military and civilian pres-
ence in the territories continued, which was 
portrayed as an insurmountable obstacle to 
security and administrative reform. On the 
other hand, so long as the violence was not 
contained, the Israeli government did not 
feel obligated to: ease its military and eco-
nomic pressure on the PA; withdraw from 
territory in which it had expanded its control 
in response to terrorist attacks; stop the set-
tlement enterprise; and follow the timetable 
specified in the roadmap.

At the same time, Israel’s recognition of 
its limited ability to subdue the Palestin-
ian struggle by military, economic, and po-

litical means, extensive and forceful as they 
might be, drove it to a unilateral approach 
for tackling the immediate and long term 
challenges presented by the conflict. This ap-
proach was clearly expressed by then prime 
minister Ariel Sharon: “We wish to speedily 
advance implementation of the roadmap to-
wards quiet and a genuine peace.  We hope 
that the Palestinian Authority will carry out 
its part.  However, if in a few months the 
Palestinians still continue to disregard their 
part in implementing the roadmap – then Is-
rael will initiate the unilateral security step 
of disengagement from the Palestinians.”6 
The announcement of this proposed move 
in December 2003 coincided with Israel’s un-
dertaking what it defined and presented as 
a security measure – the building of a physi-
cal barrier (primarily fence, part wall) in the 
West Bank.

The security fence attested to the aim of 
creating a separation, here actualized in steel 
and concrete, between Israel and populated 
Palestinian areas. Changes in the fence’s 
route were made during its construction in 
order to minimize the impact on the daily 
lives of civilians. However, these adjust-
ments, adopted to alleviate criticism in re-
sponse to petitions submitted by Israeli and 
Palestinian parties, did not blunt the fence’s 
psychological-political implications or its 
tangibility. Parts of the barrier were built east 
of the Green Line, encircling settlements in 
such a way that Palestinian cities and villag-
es alongside were divided or closed off into 
enclaves. In the Jerusalem area, the barrier 
attached some Palestinian neighborhoods to 
municipal territory while others were cut off 
from the city center or were divided. The im-
perative of tearing down parts of the fence 
that were completed, or at least correcting 
its demarcation so it would run along the 
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Green Line, became a permanent feature of 
the demands to Israel presented by Palestin-
ian spokespersons. Additionally, the erection 
of the barrier was a bone of contention be-
tween Israel and the American administra-
tion. Sources in the administration expressed 
concern that enclaves created by the fence 
would sabotage chances of establishing a 
Palestinian entity with territorial contiguity 
and a viable economic and administrative 
infrastructure.

The apprehension over the barrier, which 
countered the logic at the base of the road-
map, intensified in light of Israel’s plan for 
disengagement from the Gaza Strip, which 
was approved by the Israeli cabinet in Octo-
ber 2004. The American administration de-
manded that the plan be integrated with the 
intention to withdraw and dismantle settle-
ments in the West Bank as well. However, 
neither the fence nor the disengagement plan 
from the Gaza Strip generated a crisis in US-
Israel relations; this was due to the lack of any 
political or security alternatives. In a letter 
sent to Prime Minister Sharon in April 2004, 
amid preparations for disengagement from 
Gaza, President Bush expressed the wish 
that a Palestinian state be established as part 
of a settlement that would deny the return of 
Palestinian refugees to Israeli territory, leave 
blocs of Israeli settlements in the West Bank 
as they are, and be carried out in accordance 
with the pace and extent of Israeli pullbacks. 
The disregard of Palestinian fundamental 
demands in this position statement attested 
to the PA’s political marginality. 

As opposed to the barrier’s route in the 
West Bank, which remained problematic due 
chiefly to the number and location of settle-
ments scattered in the area, the Gaza disen-
gagement plan did not involve any question 
of borders. In its political essence the Gaza 

Strip is an enclave; therefore, the principle 
of separation would be applied to the letter. 
The disengagement plan aroused a stormy 
debate in Israel. Spokespersons from the 
ranks of the political establishment warned 
against a security vacuum in Gaza accompa-
nied by an escalation in terrorism after the 
IDF’s pullback. A vociferous public protest 
against the plan heralded the challenge of 
evacuating twenty-one settlements in the 
Gaza Strip and the simultaneous evacuation 
of four settlements, defined as illegal, from 
the northern West Bank. Nevertheless, the 
plan was executed in August 2005, though 
it was accompanied by mass protests and 
disturbances led by rabbis and leaders of the 
settlements in Gaza and the West Bank.

As those who doubted the political and 
security logic behind the disengagement had 
warned, Israel did not disengage from Gaza 
nor did Gaza disengage from Israel. Israeli 
control over Gaza airspace, sea access, and 
passage over land boundaries significantly 
qualified the potential of “disengagement.” 
From the Palestinian side, the pullback from 
Gaza was not perceived as a gesture of good-
will – as indeed it was not—but rather an ab-
dication by Israel, and a move intended for 
strengthening Israel’s hold on the West Bank.7 
The Gaza Strip did not become a model for 
Palestinian self-rule, but rather continued to 
constitute a hub of fighting on the intra-Pal-
estinian front and on the front for the strug-
gle against Israel. Israel’s limited ability to 
thwart threats of rocket and mortar fire from 
across the border, as demonstrated after the 
withdrawal from Gaza and in even more pro-
nounced fashion during Israel’s war against 
Hizbollah in the summer of 2006, delayed 
further withdrawals under the realignment 
plan for the West Bank. The plan, originally 
dubbed the “convergence plan,” was part of 
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the platform of the Kadima party, which sev-
eral months earlier had emerged victorious 
in elections to the Israeli Knesset.

Still, the suspension of the realignment 
plan did not totally blur the historic quality of 
the separation fence or the Gaza disengage-
ment. The intention to part from the territo-
ries, which was cultivated in Israel already 
during the first uprising, remained valid 
during the second uprising. The assessment 
that there was no Palestinian partner, which 
was totally unconnected with the details of 
one political solution or another, accelerated 
the search for a way to reduce the strife. The 
disintegration of the Palestinian Authority 
– in large measure due to the failure of the 
political process (for which it was among the 
responsible parties) and the result of Israeli 
moves against the PA due to its non-fulfill-
ment of agreements – was accompanied by 
an increasingly powerful Hamas. This urged 
a renewed deployment that was independent 
of Israeli-Palestinian coordination; an end to 
the struggle against Israel in and from the 
territories; and intermediate moves as part of 
an agreed upon final status plan. That being 
the case, the main significance of the security 
barrier and the disengagement lay in how 
the solid foundation of Israel’s handling of 
the conflict’s immediate security challenges 
became more flexible. 

Conclusion
In light of the failure to advance a compro-
mise, let alone ensure its implementation, 
the political process was pushed aside from 
both the Israeli and Palestinian agendas. 
The alternatives adopted by the two sides, 
however, did not diminish the immediate 
challenges presented to them by the conflict. 
For the Fatah-led PA, renewing negotiations 
with Israel became an objective that could 

be a possible outcome of calm in the con-
frontation, but was not its central purpose. 
Thus Fatah strove for tactical coordination 
with Hamas, yet without any calm in the 
intra-Palestinian conflict, no calm was pos-
sible in the conflict with Israel. Removing the 
obstacle of the armed struggle against Israel 
from the path to renewed dialogue was not 
possible, and the increasingly elusive hope 
for a settlement fed into the PA’s disintegra-
tion. On the other hand, the fence in the West 
Bank and the disengagement, intended to 
help Israel confront security challenges, only 
partially fulfilled expectations. Accordingly, 
the breaking of the taboo that made these 
moves possible was not institutionalized as 
a policy guideline or as an indication of the 
near future.

As the seventh year of the confrontation 
drew to a close, contacts between Israel and 
the Fatah-led PA were renewed. This devel-
opment did not stem from the acknowledg-
ment of the limited advantages of a unilateral 
focus on urgent security problems. Nor did it 
stem from the pressure of Israeli and Pales-
tinian public opinion, which throughout the 
years of conflict largely remained in favor 
of a negotiated settlement, despite increas-
ing doubts as to its feasibility. The talks were 
necessary as part of a regional diplomatic 
move initiated by the US, meant to advance 
Israeli-Arab dialogue in the spirit of the Arab 
initiative and thereby assure regional legiti-
macy for an Israeli-Palestinian settlement. 
The renewed talks were guided by a common 
aspiration to ensure that the festive regional 
meeting, which took place under American 
auspices, would not be an exercise in futil-
ity and would not join the long list of disap-
pointments that have fueled the conflict’s 
escalation. Therefore Israel sought to avoid 
a commitment to link the talks with the sub-
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stance of a permanent settlement and condi-
tions for its implementation, while the Fatah 
leadership sought to ensure that the meeting 
officially opens concrete discussions on core 
issues of the conflict – refugees, borders, and 
the future of Jerusalem.

But even if the renewed process gains 
momentum, the sides will quickly find them-
selves at the same point they were at on the 
eve of the present round of violence, i.e., fac-
ing the same disputes whose solutions are 
the conditions for a settlement and, in fact, 
the settlement itself. Ever since the start of 
the Oslo process, and especially during the 
course of the current confrontation, the inten-
sity of these cores of the conflict has become 
clear. Contending with these disputes would 
remain problematic – even if the PA had not 
disintegrated as it did during this round of 
the conflict; even if Hamas had not garnered 
strength and influence; even if Israel had 
succeeded in enforcing calm; and even if the 
Palestinian economic infrastructure had not 
fallen into an unprecedented slump in its 
history. Certainly the confrontation did not 
come out of the blue. The primary forces that 
propelled it – violence and counter violence, 
the weakness of the institutional and eco-
nomic system in the territories, the internal 
Palestinian struggle, and Israel’s fear of com-
mitting to an agreement the PA could not 
honor – evolved in the years preceding the 
outbreak and accelerated its development. 
The split within the PA, between the govern-
ment headed by Fatah and the Hamas gov-
ernment, did distinguish the camp seeking 
compromise from the militant camp, but did 
not break the vicious circle that has sabotaged 
attempts over the years to settle the conflict. 
As in the past, the struggle against militant 
Palestinian forces is destined to make the po-
litical process more difficult, while progress 

in the direction of a settlement is destined to 
intensify the struggle of those seeking to ob-
struct it. This was the outcome of the Oslo 
process, whose launch marked the termina-
tion of the round of conflict that developed 
with the first uprising, and of the roadmap, 
intended for bringing an end to the round of 
conflict that developed with the second up-
rising.

Perhaps the way out of this entanglement 
involves a sweeping change of approach and 
a new direction – of seeking an agreement 
over the outline of a settlement while aban-
doning the effort, proven futile, of subduing 
violence as a condition for gradually build-
ing up willingness for a compromise. To be 
sure, this approach met with failure at the 
Camp David summit in 2000; but later, the 
costs of suspending dialogue and the renew-
al of the violent confrontation became clear. 
As time went on, the principles of a feasible 
settlement responding to the national and 
security demands and aspirations of both 
sides also became clear. These principles 
have been laid out in various formats at fo-
rums attended by unofficial representatives 
of Israel, the Palestinians, and international 
bodies. UN Security Council resolutions, 
the Clinton plan, and the Arab peace initia-
tive could supplement these principles with 
political and formal legitimacy and thereby 
ease the task of garnering Israeli, Palestinian, 
and international support for an agreement 
formulated in their spirit. Alternatively, ad-
hering to a roadmap plotted in stages, which 
postpones indefinitely a fundamental discus-
sion of the principles of a settlement, would 
reflect a surrendering to the dynamic of the 
conflict, which has repeatedly brought the 
sides to a bloody impasse and has fanned the 
fires of its continuation.
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Notes
1	 The policy of targeted killings, employed fre-

quently during the uprising, was symbolic of 
the seriousness Israel ascribed to Palestinian 
violence. This policy, which was integrated 
into the repertoire of Israeli counteractions in 
November 2000, became a focus of criticism in 
Israel and the international arena due to the 
collateral deaths that occurred more than once 
during pursuits of Palestinian activists.

2	 The number of attacks (including firearms 
and light weapons, grenades, high trajectory 
fire, i.e., the launching of mortars and Qas-
sam rockets, laying explosives, and suicide at-
tacks) fell from 10,206 in 2001 to 2,135 in 2006. 
The number of firings of rockets and mortars 
reached 1,481 in 2004. In 2006 there were ap-
proximately 900 shooting incidents. The num-
ber of successful suicide attacks fell from 184 
in 2003, to 15 in 2005, and rose to 71 in 2006. 
Source: monthly totals by News on the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict, Israel Intelligence Heritage 
& Commemoration Center, Intelligence and 
Terrorism Information Center.

3	 Data from B’Tselem – The Israeli Information 
Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Ter-
ritories. Most of the Israeli casualties, were ci-
vilian victims of suicide attacks carried out in 
city centers within the Green Line. The peak of 
the suicide attack wave was in 2002–3.

4	 Growth in the Palestinian economy was evi-
dent beginning in 1997, due mainly to a rise in 

the number of Palestinians working in Israel; 
the transfer of tax monies collected by Israel 
for the PA, and extensive international aid. See 
G. Feiler, Economic Aspects of the Israeli-Palestin-
ian Conflict, Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic 
Studies, Bar-Ilan University, Mideast Security 
and Policy Studies 59 (2004).

5	 In the period between September 29, 2000 and 
October 31, 2007, a total of 556 Palestinians 
were killed in inter-organizational clashes in 
the territories; according to B’Tselem – The Is-
raeli Information Center for Human Rights in 
the Occupied Territories.

6	 Herzliya address, December 18, 2003, http://
www.herzliyaconference.org/Eng/_Articles/
Article.asp?ArticleID=892&CategoryID=153.

7	 “The disengagement is a preservative for 
the president’s formula (the roadmap). It is 
a bottle of formaldehyde in which you place 
the formula of the president (Bush) so it can 
be preserved for a very long time. Disengage-
ment supplies the required amount of formal-
dehyde so that there will not be a peace pro-
cess…it enables Israel to conveniently park 
itself in an intermediate situation that keeps  
political pressure away, as much as possible.” 
Dov Weisglass in an interview with Ari Shavit, 
Haaretz, October 10, 2004. This representation 
undermined the argument that the disengage-
ment from Gaza was meant to respond to the 
demographic challenge, which remains essen-
tially unchanged so long as Israel retains con-
trol of the West Bank. 
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Lebanon 2007:
Old Realities, New Uncertainties

Daniel Sobelman 

Several events converged to bring twenty-nine years of Syrian hege-
mony in Lebanon to a finale: the string of political assassinations, the 
withdrawal of the Syrian military from Lebanese soil, and of course the 
Second Lebanon War. The end of this Syrian hegemony also brought 
to a close what had been an era of domestic stability. Surrounded by 
regional crises, and with an ever-present threat of civil conflict loom-
ing, Lebanon is struggling to recover from the 2006 war and to stem 
further disintegration. The future status of Hizbollah, at least in the 
short term, and its political and military room for maneuver will be 
largely determined by the way in which Lebanon resolves the current 
crisis.

Internal Strife
In an inconspicuous column entitled “Secrets 
of the Gods” in late 2003, the Beirut newspa-
per al-Nahar – at the time the Lebanese news-
paper most outspoken in its criticism of Hiz-
bollah – published a one-line item that “one 
of the prominent organizations” was engaged 
in digging in towns along the border in order 
to lay the infrastructure for a private phone 
system. The report noted that “official and 
civil authorities” objected to the operations.1 
Four years later, Hizbollah’s operational tele-
phone infrastructure is no longer a guarded 
secret but rather an openly debated topic 
on the agenda of the Lebanese government, 
which in recent months has been exposing 
and dismantling the Shiite organization’s 
telephone infrastructure in Beirut and other 
parts of the country.2

Moreover, the Lebanese media continues 
to feature reports on the fortifications that 

Hizbollah is building along the Litani River 
and the increasing strength of the organiza-
tion. In early 2007, the Lebanese military of-
ficially announced that it had seized a truck 
with ammunition belonging to Hizbollah; it 
also informed Hizbollah that it would bar and 
confiscate all subsequent arms shipments.3 
At the same time, a newspaper report cited 
a senior Lebanese security source listing the 
names of the pro-Syrian groups allegedly 
training in Hizbollah training camps.4 Even 
Hizbollah’s purchase of a large quantity of 
Lebanese army and security forces uniforms 
found its way into the local media.5 Lebanese 
newspapers’ disclosure of information that 
Hizbollah undoubtedly views as sensitive 
from a security perspective reflects the pro-
found change that has altered the country’s 
political climate and the rules of the game 
within Lebanon to the disadvantage of Hiz-
bollah. 

Daniel Sobelman, 
visiting research 

associate at INSS
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Last year, the Lebanese political system 
confronted the most serious crisis it has 
known since the end of the civil war and the 
Ta’if agreement of late 1989. On the eve of 
the Second Lebanon War, the country’s main 
political forces were engaged in a national 
dialogue aimed at resolving some of the 
country’s fundamental problems, including 
Hizbollah’s military capability; demarcation 
of the Syrian-Lebanese border; establishment 
of an international court to try suspects in the 
murder of former prime minister Rafiq al-
Hariri; and election of a new president. The 
war of July-August 2006 completely shat-
tered the mutual trust that the sides had at-
tempted to forge. The cross-border operation 
in which Ehud Goldwasser and Eldad Re-
gev were abducted was carried out despite 
prior warnings by al-Mustaqbal party leader 
Sa’ad al-Din al-Hariri to Hizbollah. Yet from 
Hizbollah’s perspective, while Shiite fight-
ers worked to repulse the Israeli attack, their 
political adversaries operated behind their 
back, hoping in fact for their collapse.

Throughout 2007, the possibility of de-
terioration into renewed civil war became 
a regular theme of discussion among politi-
cians and in the media, as government lead-
ers spoke of the need to “save the country.” 
Dialogue between the sides became virtu-
ally impossible. After several months of ru-
mors and reports of the arming of civilians 
and political groups6 and the smuggling of 
weapons out of Iraq onto the Lebanese black 
market, the Lebanese government officially 
confirmed that groups from both sides of 
the political divide were indeed undergoing 
military training.7 The threat of renewed de-
scent into civil war was a recurring subject 
in political discourse, appearing in countless 
articles and caricatures that repeatedly fea-
tured the well known bus that was attacked 

in 1975 by Christian militiamen as it drove 
through the Ein al-Rumaneh neighborhood 
in East Beirut. This attack was the spark that 
ignited the Lebanese civil war. 

Lebanon’s chronic internal weakness 
has fostered a persistent pattern: one power 
base within the country seeks the assistance 
of an external power in order to restrain its 
domestic rivals and establish a new political 
order as per its own interests (see the role of 
the United States in 1958, Syria in 1976, and 
Israel in 1982, in addition to the traditional 
role played by France as patron to Lebanon’s 
Christians).8 In the fall of 2007, Lebanon 
was in the throes of an accelerated process 
of “Lebanonization” in the old and nega-
tive sense of the term, with each political 
group (the “March 14 camp,” the anti-Syr-
ian government camp, versus the “March 8 
camp,” i.e., the opposition) viewed as acting 
on behalf of a larger regional or international 
power such as Syria, Iran, the United States, 
France, and to a certain extent Israel.

At present, Lebanon’s domestic political 
situation is worse than it has been in years, 
with the two major blocs counterbalancing 
each other, each incapable of deciding the 
outcome of the struggle. The parliamentary 
session of September 25, during which the 
two sides were supposed to meet to choose a 
new president to replace Emile Lahoud, nev-
er even took place due to the absence of an 
agreed upon candidate. The March 14 camp 
threatened to select a president by means 
of a simple majority (65 of Lebanon’s 128 
members of parliament). In response to this, 
Hizbollah deputy secretary-general Na’im 
Qasim countered with warning “to fill the 
constitutional vacuum,” that is, to establish 
a rival parallel government.9 

The armed roadblocks and street fight-
ing that had characterized the Lebanese civil 
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war cannot be found in Lebanon today. The 
Lebanese military is united and for the time 
being enjoys broad support. However, the 
atmosphere in the country is ominous, with 
neither side of the domestic political split 
having anything to gain from a further de-
cline. Lebanese newspapers have reported 
land purchases by wealthy Shiite sponsors 
in Druze and Christian regions.10 It appears 
that many thousands of Christians have emi-
grated from Lebanon during the past year, 
although the exact scope of this phenomenon 
is unknown.   

A respected Lebanese columnist summed 
up the state of affairs as follows: “The situa-
tion is confusing because history is supposed 
to move forward, while for a number of years 
it seems as if it has been moving backwards.… 
No one today remembers what happened in 
the years 1975 and 1976, but we are now re-
minded that we might be on our way to a 
similar situation,” that is, civil war.11 

At the end of the Second Lebanon War, 
Hizbollah secretary-general Hassan Nasral-
lah declared a “divine victory.” Over the past 
year, however, it appears that the Lebanese 
state has been too fragile to shoulder this 
victory. Lebanon’s primary task in the com-
ing months and thereafter as well will be to 
stop the country’s internal deterioration and 
prevent the disintegration of the regime’s 
institutions and hence the dissolution of the 
state.   

Domestic Confrontation in the 
Shadow of Regional Tension
Lebanon today is in the midst of a process 
that began with the pullback of IDF forces 
from southern Lebanon in May 2000 and 
was accelerated by the ignominious May 
2005 withdrawal of the Syrian military pres-
ence, after three decades of Syrian control of 

domestic and foreign policy in Lebanon. As 
long as Syria controlled Lebanon, the coun-
try had no option but to be part of the “re-
sistance camp” and to keep its distance from 
the policies of moderate Arab states, most of 
which enjoy relations of some type with Isra-
el. Yet on the eve of the Second Lebanon War, 
the country was in the throes of a struggle 
over its political identity in the aftermath of 
the absence of Syrian hegemony.

As far as Syria (the main suspect in the 
political assassinations that continued to 
plague Lebanon during the past year as well) 
is concerned, the key to stability in Lebanon 
lies in Beirut’s alignment with the resistance 
camp. Syrian President Bashar al-Asad, who 
patently retains significant influence in Leba-
non, clearly advocated this approach when 
he argued that Lebanon became stable only 
“when it went in the Arab direction and sup-
ported resistance – that is to say, when it was 
against Israel…When Lebanon deviates from 
this logic, it becomes an unstable country, as 
does any other country in the Arab world 
that deviates from this logic.”12 

More than one year after the end of the 
Second Lebanon War, public opinion in Is-
rael seems focused on the military aspects of 
the Israeli campaign against Hizbollah. Nas-
rallah observed this correctly, pointing out 
that “Israelis see Lebanon as nothing more 
than the ammunition of the resistance.”13 But 
today the outcome of the war must be mea-
sured not simply by the number of rockets 
that Hizbollah succeeded in firing into Israel 
for thirty-three days, or the organization’s 
success in rehabilitating its military capac-
ity. It is impossible to ignore the domestic 
Lebanese and regional contexts of the war: 
in Lebanon (and subsequently throughout 
the Sunni Arab world), the campaign of 
July-August 2006 was viewed as an expres-
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Typical contemporary 
caricature, which 
appeared widely in 
Lebanese newspapers 
at the height of the 
crisis surrounding the 
selection of a president. 
The caricature 
presents “Lebanon’s 
alternatives” (r-l): 
“here – the presidential 
palace in Baabda,” 
“or here – a plane to 
Canada,” “or here 
– 1975” (al-Nahar, 
October 6, 2007).

sion of the Shiite drive to realize local and re-
gional ascendancy. One result of the war was 
the beginning of an internal process within 
Lebanon whose outcome is thus far undeter-
mined. The regional and international actors 
involved in Lebanese affairs today will also 
have an effect on the final direction of this 
internal process, which could significantly 
impinge on Hizbollah’s room to maneuver, 
both politically and militarily. 

In interviews granted after the two pre-
vious campaigns against Israel – “Operation 
Accountability” in July 1993 and “Operation 
Grapes of Wrath” in April 1996 – Hassan 
Nasrallah indicated that he measured suc-
cess primarily according to Hizbollah’s abil-
ity to continue firing rockets into Israel until 
the end of the campaign; the success, as he 
saw it, in dictating the rules of the confronta-
tion to the IDF; and the success in prevent-
ing Israel from driving a wedge between 
Hizbollah and the Lebanese public.14 From 
Hizbollah’s perspective and according to 
these parameters, the organization defeated 
Israel. However, in contrast to 1993 and 1996, 
the ceasefire of August 14, 2006 left Hizbol-
lah much less protected than in the past. Nei-
ther Operation Accountability nor Operation 
Grapes of Wrath unleashed internal processes 
in Lebanon. Nor could any internal process 
against Syria’s vital interest have developed 
in Lebanon as long as the reigns of the Leba-
nese political system remained firmly in the 
hands of Damascus. In addition, the destruc-
tion caused by the IDF shelling in Shiite ar-
eas in Lebanon, Hizbollah’s primary domain, 
was much greater than the organization had 
experienced in the past. The reconstruction 
process is likely to take years, especially if 
a political stalemate continues. Hizbollah’s 
ability to act in the domestic Lebanese arena 
has thus narrowed significantly over the past 

year. This has 
also largely been 
due to inter-com-
munity tensions, 
with Siniora’s 
government en-
joying the clear 
support of Arab 
countries in gen-
eral and of the two countries that set the tone 
of the Arab world – Egypt and Saudi Arabia 
– in particular.

On December 1, 2006, the Hizbollah-led 
Lebanese opposition launched a popular 
mass initiative aimed at forcing Siniora to 
yield to its demands. The initiative, which 
began when hundreds of thousands of dem-
onstrators took to the streets, quickly subsid-
ed into a number of symbolic protests in cen-
tral Beirut. Hizbollah sources acknowledged 
that in assessing the situation after a few 
weeks, the organization’s leadership reached 
the conclusion that “one of the weak points 
that emerged during the first month [of the 
demonstrations] was the transformation of 
the political struggle into an inter-sectarian 
struggle.” During a meeting with Hizbol-
lah activists, Nasrallah was quoted as say-
ing that “this issue had a negative impact on 
the initiative, among other reasons because 
it made it necessary to set some kind of limit 
to the popular escalation.”15 On the first an-
niversary of the war, Muhammad Hussein 
Fadlallah, the senior Shiite clerical authority 
in Lebanon, denounced the portrayal of the 
“victory of resistance” in specifically confes-
sional colors.16    

With the support of the United States, 
France, and the Sunni Arab bloc, the govern-
ment of Fouad Siniora succeeded in with-
standing the opposition’s attempts to create 
the public critical mass necessary to force the 
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government to accede to the joint demand of 
Hizbollah, Amal, and Christian leader Michel 
Aoun, which insisted that the government 
endow the opposition with a controlling bloc 
of the government in the form of one-third 
of the cabinet ministers. In Hizbollah’s view, 
the opposition’s initiative was aimed at “ad-
justing internal political administration and 
preventing additional influence of the July 
aggression [the Second Lebanon War], par-
ticularly in light of the serious indications 
pertaining to the implementation of resolu-
tion 1701, the besieging of the resistance, the 
role of the international force in Lebanon, 
and deviations from the content of resolu-
tion 1701.”17 

At the same time, the government scored 
another accomplishment by dislodging the 
Fatah al-Islam group from the Nahr al-Bared 
refugee camp, one of a dozen refugee camps 
in Lebanon. These camps are considered 
extraterritorial areas in Lebanon, and there-
fore provide a breeding ground not only for 
criminal activity, but for global jihad forces 
as well. The Lebanese army’s military cam-
paign against the Islamic group, which is 
considered to operate under the inspiration 
of global jihad, incurred a high price: nearly 
200 soldiers were killed in a three-month 
campaign that enjoyed American and in-
ternational support.18 The campaign also 
boosted the image of the Lebanese military 
and its public support, as the operation in 
the camp was the first of its kind to be car-
ried out in Lebanon in four decades. Over 
the past few months, the government and 
the pro-government media ran an informa-
tion campaign touting civilians’ respect for 
the national military. The government pres-
ents the Lebanese army as the true defender 
of Lebanon, including against Israel. This is 
important because in recent years Hizbollah 

has argued that its reason d’etre is justified 
primarily against the backdrop of the inad-
equacies of the Lebanese military.          

Reviving the Idea of Integrating 
Hizbollah into the Lebanese Military
During the months following the assassina-
tion of al-Hariri, the possibility of integrat-
ing Hizbollah into the Lebanese armed forc-
es appeared on Lebanon’s political agenda. 
This would be part of a “defensive strategy” 
based on a limited institutionalization of 
Hizbollah that would preserve the group’s 
unique character as a guerilla force – after 
years of Hizbollah’s self-marketing as a de-
fensive force with the strategic goal of de-
fending Lebanon from Israeli aggression. 
Although opponents ascribed responsibility 
for the outbreak of fighting in the summer of 
2006 to Hizbollah, the organization nonethe-
less maintains that its ability for defending 
the country was surely vindicated during the 
war.        

Due to the absence of a credible force in 
Lebanon, both willing and capable of dis-
arming Hizbollah as required by Security 
Council resolution 1559, the possibility of 
integrating the Shiite group via a “defensive 
strategy” has been raised repeatedly in re-
cent months. Hizbollah’s deputy secretary-
general addressed the March 14 camp as fol-
lows: “We call on you to design a defensive 
plan that will turn the Lebanese army into a 
central component of the strength of Leba-
non in such a way that the resistance plays a 
role in assisting this force…You should know 
that there will be no defensive plan without 
resistance. When we speak of a Lebanon that 
is strong due to its army, its people, and its 
resistance, this means a Lebanon that is able 
to prevent and deal with the incursion of Is-
raeli troops. When you think about a real and 
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serious defensive plan, we are ready for it, 
and everything at the disposal of the resis-
tance will be subordinated to the defensive 
plan.”19           

Muhammad Ra’ad, chair of the Hizbollah 
faction of the Lebanese parliament, linked 
(albeit indirectly) the “resistance” and secur-
ing the rights of Lebanon’s Shiite population: 
“We are not concerned with the name of the 
next president, how he looks, his color, or his 
taste. We are concerned with his intentions 
regarding the defense of the resistance and 
the protection of the public of the resistance, 
its rights, and its future.”20

When asked if he was the most qualified 
person “to deal with Hizbollah’s weapons 
and to integrate the organization into the 
state,” Michel Aoun responded affirmatively. 
“I built trust with Hizbollah,” he explained, 
“and I believe that this trust can lead us to 
the solution. We have already thought of a 
mechanism to settle this issue. Everyone 
knows that this mechanism cannot be imple-
mented in an hour or two, and that it will re-
quire perseverance and gradual implemen-
tation. This is because it depends not only 
on us the Lebanese, but first and foremost on 
Israel and the UN.”21  

On the one hand, it is true that the March 
14 camp includes personalities such as 
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt and Christian 
leader Samir Geagea, who articulated un-
compromising maximalist positions vis-à-
vis Hizbollah, Syria, and election of the next 
president. On the other hand, it appears that 
this camp’s leadership includes some who 
are willing to listen to Aoun. Prime Minis-
ter Siniora has said that “we do not want to 
replace the Syrian presence with an Ameri-
can presence, an Iranian presence, or any 
other presence. Lebanon can only be an open 
country. We have a common enemy, which 

is Israel…The Lebanese do not want to give 
up the resistance, and whoever gives up the 
resistance is a traitor.”22 Nasib Lahud, one of 
the March 14 camp’s presidential candidates, 
called for “making use of Hizbollah’s defen-
sive capabilities within the framework of the 
Lebanese state in a manner that will place its 
arms under the control of the Lebanese gov-
ernment.”23      

Assessing the Situation
The current state of affairs in Lebanon is best 
characterized by fluidity. The disintegra-
tion of former arrangements and balances 
of power has left the two sides struggling 
over how to mold Lebanon’s new order. The 
Lebanese agenda still includes the same is-
sues that were being discussed during the 
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national dialogue of 2006, but the Second 
Lebanon War and the events of the last year 
have expanded the already wide gap be-
tween the positions of the various blocs. The 
thirty-three days of war launched processes 
and dynamics in Lebanon that could push 
the country in a number of potential direc-
tions. 

Lebanon is not only in the midst of a do-
mestic crisis but is also in the eye of a region-
al storm, fueled by tensions between Israel 
and Syria and between Sunnis and Shiites, as 
well as by the possibility that the crisis sur-
rounding the Iranian nuclear program could 
escalate into a regional military confronta-
tion. This being the case, Lebanon will have a 
hard time solving its core problems. Perhaps 
the most it will be able to achieve is to delay 
dealing with them until a later date when the 
situation is more stable. The intense suspi-
cions between the political and communal 
camps in Lebanon will make it difficult for 
the sides to agree upon solutions regarding 
the fundamental issues.

Regional realities also influence the par-
ties’ positions. When asked about the region’s 
future, Hizbollah’s deputy secretary-general 
recently said that “not only Iran, Syria, and 
Lebanon, but other countries as well” are like-
ly to be involved in future developments.24 
The organization, it seems, perceives some of 
the initiatives of its opponents as steps aimed 
against and impacting on all regional Shiite 
populations in general. At present, and es-
pecially since the Shiite organization has not 
been the only sector in Lebanon to arm itself 
over the past year, Hizbollah’s weapons are 
meant for securing broader interests, includ-
ing ensuring that the Shiites in Lebanon do 
not revert to their former downtrodden sta-
tus of the past. In principle, the organization 
acknowledges that something might have to 

change with regard to its military posture. 
At least for the short term, although Hizbol-
lah will certainly not surrender its weapons, 
it may display a willingness to increase its 
coordination with the government and per-
haps even to embed the “Islamic resistance” 
gradually into the state. This will necessitate 
forging trust between Hizbollah and the rest 
of the Lebanese establishment.

At this point, it is difficult to identify a 
viable authority in Lebanon capable of com-
manding order through a durable central 
government such as existed during Syria’s 
presence in Lebanon. Neither of the sides can 
force a solution of any weight on the other, 
and this includes disarming Hizbollah, a 
venture that the government in Beirut would 
never consider pursuing. On the one hand, 
the administration of Lebanon by a weak 
and unstable central government could lead 
to the appearance of dangerous groups, such 
as global jihad and others. In June, six UNI-
FIL soldiers were killed by a roadside bomb 
in southern Lebanon. In August, it was re-
ported that the ambassadors of Saudi Arabia 
and the Emirates were forced to leave the 
country due to death threats.25 On the other 
hand, the Lebanese military has now dealt 
decisively against forces working to under-
mine the country.26

With regard to the resumption of Hizbol-
lah military activity, leaders and senior offi-
cials of the organization have stated repeat-
edly that they are not interested in another 
war.27 Hizbollah is busy reinstating and 
upgrading its military capabilities, as well 
as renovating and rebuilding thousands of 
homes and apartments that until July 12, 2006 
housed the organization’s political and pub-
lic base of support. Furthermore, the organi-
zation is not receiving the government and 
regional assistance in the latter project that 
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it expected.28 While declaring that Hizbollah 
possesses weapons that could decide the out-
come of the next war, Nasrallah made sure 
to point out that his statement was actually 
intended to prevent war.29 Hizbollah, which 
needs significant additional time to recover 
from the last war and rebuild the homes of 
its constituencies, has reached the conclusion 
that it should lower its profile with regard to 
the armed struggle against Israel. 

Much depends on regional develop-
ments. In the past, Hizbollah has operated 
according to relatively defined rules from 
which it deviated only when it estimated it 
could do so either unharmed or with accept-
able consequences. Today, Hizbollah’s free-
dom to maneuver is much more limited not 
only geographically, but also politically and 
diplomatically. The atmosphere within Leba-
non has changed as well, and the organiza-
tion risks emerging compromised domesti-
cally if it reengages in conflict with Israel. 
In contrast, an extreme upheaval in strategic 
circumstances – possibly including hostili-
ties involving Syria or Iran – could increase 
Hizbollah’s own margins to operate and per-
suade it to undertake new military action. In 
the event of an Israeli military operation in 
Lebanon, Hizbollah will likely be expected 
and prepared to try to repulse it. In any case, 
in recent years Hizbollah has proven that 
it can adapt to changing conditions, even 
when this has meant somewhat tempering 
its ideology. Today Hizbollah is again check-
ing its limits and, as always, remaking itself. 
The results of this process will be determined 
to a great extent by the solution to the current 
crisis in Lebanon.
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The Next War with Hizbollah
Amir Kulick 

By its nature, war is a formative event. Often when war begins, vari-
ous processes come to an end and are replaced by new ones. The 
Second Lebanon War is no exception. The campaign that took place 
in Lebanon and on the Israeli home front had a profound impact on 
the Israeli and Lebanese sides. The national, political, military, and so-
cial consequences of the campaign are evident in both Israel and on 
the other side of the border. This essay analyzes the effect of the war 
on Hizbollah’s military doctrine and reviews its rehabilitation process 
over the last year. In addition, it attempts to identify the characteristics 
of the next campaign in the Lebanese theater and their significance for 
the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) and Israel.

Amir Kulick, junior 
research associate at 
INSS

Hizbollah’s Military Doctrine 
before the War
From the end of Operation Grapes of Wrath 
in April 1996 to the outbreak of the war in 
July 2006, Hizbollah, assisted closely by Iran, 
prepared for its next confrontation with Isra-
el. Hizbollah constructed its military power 
based on several assumptions that were de-
rived from the previous campaigns, as well 
as from various military and political devel-
opments that took place over the years. The 
organization’s operational doctrine rested on 
the assumption that Israeli society was weak 
and incapable of absorbing a large number 
of casualties. Hizbollah believed that this 
weakness led to the IDF’s withdrawal from 
the security zone in May 2000, as expressed 
by Nasrallah in his victory speech on May 
26, 2000 in Bint Jabil, where he compared the 
strength of Israeli society and the IDF to a 
spider web.

In order to exploit this perceived weak 
point, Hizbollah’s main operational goal was 

to conduct a war of attrition against the Israeli 
home front. Hizbollah believed that under-
mining Israel’s resilience would perforce lead 
to an end to the fighting on terms favorable 
to the organization. It appears that the main 
working assumption of the Hizbollah leader-
ship, formulated during previous rounds of 
fighting against the IDF, was that Israel would 
confine itself to massive use of airpower and 
limited ground operations in order to combat 
the threat of Hizbollah’s rockets. This assump-
tion in turn shaped the design of the organi-
zation’s military force. Hizbollah invested 
most of its efforts in assembling an extensive 
missile system, including rockets with ranges 
of over 100 km, under the assumption that 
Israel would not conduct significant ground 
operations south of the Litani River. Most of 
the organization’s operational mass, includ-
ing an underground system of tunnels and 
bunkers and relatively limited infantry and 
anti-tank systems – in addition to the rocket 
arrays – was concentrated in this area.
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Hizbollah’s Military Doctrine in 
Practice
The Second Lebanon War put Hizbollah’s 
operational doctrine and its underlying as-
sumptions to the test. From various state-
ments by Nasrallah, it is clear that the timing 
and intensity of the fighting came as a sur-
prise to the organization’s leadership. At the 
same time, the operational logic that directed 
Hizbollah proved militarily correct. From 
the very beginning of the fighting, Hizbol-
lah maintained a continuous bombardment 
of Israeli territory in order to wear down 
the Israeli home front. As Hizbollah had 
predicted, the IDF countered with massive 
airpower. Only a few ground-based opera-
tions were conducted, and primarily close to 
the border. The organization’s operational 
deployment south of the Litani also proved 
itself, since except for a few cases the IDF did 
not conduct ground operations beyond this 
area. At the end of the fighting, Hizbollah 
was exposed to a large scale operation that 
included numerous ground and other forces 
transported by air near the Litani. Neverthe-
less, this occurred too late to wield any real 
effect on the organization’s campaign.

It is clear that Hizbollah’s balance state-
ment at the end of the fighting was mixed. 
Politically, despite its efforts to portray the 
campaign as a “divine victory,” the organiza-
tion incurred severe criticism at home. Fur-
thermore, much of its military infrastructure 
was damaged. Its system of underground 
tunnels in the border area was exposed and 
in part destroyed. The organization’s array of 
defensive outposts on the border and its grip 
on the area were almost completely eradi-
cated. A large portion of its medium range 
rocket system (Fadjr rockets and 220 mm and 
320 mm rockets) was also destroyed. Above 
all, the Dahiya quarter in Beirut, the organi-

zation’s organizational, military, and politi-
cal nerve center, was razed. As if that were 
not enough, Hizbollah’s mass of supporters, 
most of whom are concentrated in southern 
Lebanon, suffered heavy losses in property 
and personnel. It is likely that elements in 
the Iranian leadership also criticized Hizbol-
lah once it was dragged into a premature vi-
olent confrontation with Israel that exposed 
its strategic capabilities, particularly with re-
gard to rocket launches deep into Israel.

On the other hand, the organization can 
claim success for its operational doctrine. Its 
forces inflicted many losses on the IDF in lo-
cal combat, and above all, Hizbollah never 
ceased its bombardment of the Israeli home 
front, even in the face of massive air activity. 
The organization’s logistical forecasts also 
proved correct, given its success in preserv-
ing a large inventory of ammunition, thereby 
enabling Hizbollah soldiers to hit Israel with 
large numbers of rockets during every stage 
of the fighting (an average of 150-200 rockets 
per day were fired). From the organization’s 
perspective, these actions both brought about 
an end to the fighting and severely shook the 
“Zionist entity.” From this vantage, the op-
erational balance was positive. 

At the same time, a number of weak points 
in Hizbollah’s operational preparations sur-
faced. The first of these was the IDF’s success 
in damaging the organization’s strategic as-
sets – its medium and long range rocket sys-
tems. The rapid damage inflicted on this sys-
tem and the destruction of Hizbollah’s Zelzal 
rockets in Beirut (an Iranian rocket with a 
range of 210 km) in the first hours of fight-
ing appears to have been especially painful.1 
Hizbollah’s second weak point was probably 
the low fitness of its rearguard units. During 
the fighting, the IDF struck the organization’s 
centers in Baalbek in the Beqaa valley and 
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carried out several special forces operations 
in the region. This area was considered Hiz-
bollah’s main logistical staging area, and a 
key Shiite stronghold. This was probably the 
background for the dismissal of the region-
al unit commander responsible for security 
there. Preparations in other rearguard units 
also exposed various lapses.2 In addition, 
on the tactical level, the multi-barrel rocket 
launchers (mostly 220 mm launchers) dem-
onstrated poor survivability. According to 
Israel Air Force reports, most of the launch-
ers that fired rocket barrages at Israel were 
destroyed shortly after the launch.3

Hizbollah’s operational doctrine since 
the war has been influenced by two princi-
pal components: lessons from the war, and 
the new reality in southern Lebanon follow-
ing the deployment of the Lebanese armed 
forces and the reinforcement of UNIFIL in 
the region. Hizbollah has been taking these 
two factors into account while rebuilding its 
forces at an accelerated pace since the war, a 
process that proceeds with little interference 
apart from isolated exceptions. The transfer 
of weapons and equipment to the organiza-
tion in large quantities by Syria and Iran on 
a weekly basis is a major contribution to the 
buildup of Hizbollah’s forces and to its mili-
tary rehabilitation.4

The New Reality in Southern 
Lebanon
On August 11, 2006 the UN Security Council 
unanimously passed resolution 1701, which 
ended the Second Lebanon War. The deci-
sion, which became effective two days later, 
was designed to create a new reality in Leba-
non, particularly in the south. In this frame-
work, it was decided to disarm the militias 
in the country, deploy the Lebanese military 
south of the Litani, and substantially increase 

UN forces in the region to serve as a support-
ing force to the Lebanese military. In addi-
tion, the transfer of arms to parties in Leba-
non other than official governmental entities 
was banned. This ban was obviously aimed 
at stopping arms smuggling from Iran and 
Syria to Hizbollah.

In accordance with the resolution, a rela-
tively large force of approximately 10,000 
Lebanese soldiers was deployed, reinforced 
by over 12,000 UN soldiers from various 
countries.5 These forces patrol in southern 
Lebanon, mostly near the Israeli border, and 
also occasionally expose weapons caches in 
the south. In isolated cases, the Lebanese 
military has also arrested suspected op-
eratives. In general, it appears that the very 
presence of such large forces in the south 
complicates Hizbollah’s activity. For this rea-
son, it is likely that this reality has affected 
the organization in three aspects. One is the 
rebuilding and manning of its infrastructure 
(mostly underground) located in open spac-
es near the border with Israel. Another is 
carrying out high signature operations, such 
as the digging of booby traps and new tun-
nels. A third is maintaining an open military 
presence on the border itself. Thus according 
to one report, the presence of the Lebanese 
military and the UN in the south has forced 
the organization’s operatives in the region to 
move about unarmed and in civilian dress. 
At the same time, their presence is quite evi-
dent in area villages.6

Overall, it appears that this reality has not 
effected a substantial change in Hizbollah’s 
operational doctrine for its next campaign 
against Israel. Nevertheless, it has led to a 
number of significant developments:

1.	 A smaller presence in the area near the 
border. Some of Hizbollah’s land-based infra-
structure remains abandoned, and its pres-
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ence in open spaces near the border with Is-
rael will certainly be on a smaller scale. From 
Israel’s viewpoint, the contact line in open 
space is becoming more remote, and local 
raids must therefore penetrate more deeply. 
However, it is possible that more operational 
and intelligence gathering attention can now 
be devoted to dealing with problem villages 
that constitute sources of enemy firepower 
in the near border area, and to establishing a 
military presence more quickly and easily in 
strategic locations near the border.

2.	 Difficulty in stopping the IDF in the area 
close to the border. This difficulty is likely to 
stem from two main sources: an irregular 
presence by Hizbollah on the border (follow-
ing the destruction of the organization’s po-
sitions), which is likely to disrupt the organi-
zation’s intelligence gathering in the north, 
and difficulty in creating new obstacles and 
booby traps, given the presence of the UN 
and Lebanese soldiers near the border.

3.	 A shift in the operational focus to villag-
es. Instead of open spaces, where Hizbollah 
fighters probably find it difficult to operate 
clandestinely, the organization has focused 
the reconstruction and development of its 
infrastructure in villages. Thus despite the 
presence of the large UN force in southern 
Lebanon, Hizbollah has built an extensive 
underground infrastructure – mostly in Shi-
ite villages – that includes many bunkers, 
some of which are equipped with sophisti-
cated communications devices.7 

Hizbollah’s Post-War Military 
Deployment
Complementing the influence of the new 
reality in southern Lebanon are the lessons 
Hizbollah drew from the war and the infor-
mation subsequently revealed in Israel. Fol-
lowing the war, Hizbollah undertook an or-

derly review process, from which it gained 
many new insights.8 A lack of information, 
however, allows only partial identification 
of these lessons. Among these, two spheres 
stand out: the organization’s rocket artillery 
system, and its ground-based forces (infan-
try and anti-tank personnel).

The Rocket Artillery System: 
“Stronger and Deeper”
Overall it appears that Hizbollah regards the 
performance of its rocket artillery system as 
a success. Accordingly, buildup of the orga-
nization’s force in this context has focused 
on two areas. The first is the renewal of its 
inventory of short range rockets (with rang-
es up to the Haifa line). With massive help 
from Iran and Syria, Hizbollah has appar-
ently succeeded in restoring the inventory of 
Katyushas at its disposal. Only a few months 
after the war, Saudi Arabian sources estimat-
ed that the quantity of Katyushas possessed 
by the organization was equal to the num-
ber before the war. Similarly, Israeli security 
sources estimated the number of Hizbollah’s 
short range rockets at 10,000-20,000.9 In other 
words: in the next campaign, the north of Is-
rael, up to the Haifa-Tiberias line, will once 
again be vulnerable to bombardment by 
large numbers of Katyushas.

Hizbollah’s second area of focus of mili-
tary buildup is renewal and upgrading of its 
long range rocket system. This system aims 
to deter Israel from initiating hostilities, and 
once begun, to deter it from bombing Beirut. 
Another objective is to constitute a strategic 
weapon – a means of attacking Israel’s “soft 
underbelly” (the central Gush Dan region). 
In the Second Lebanon War, this system did 
not achieve its objectives (neither did it de-
ter Israel from initiating the fighting or from 
damaging the organization’s centers in Bei-
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rut, nor did it succeed in achieving even 
symbolic damage in the Gush Dan region). 
Furthermore, a large portion of the system 
was damaged already in the initial stages of 
the war. Following the war, Hizbollah there-
fore began an accelerated process of procur-
ing long range rockets.10 Hizbollah’s first 
move was to restore the inventory of Syrian 
(220 mm and 302 mm) and Iranian (Fadjr 
3.5) rockets that it possessed before the war. 
In addition, it has apparently managed to 
upgrade this strategic system with Iranian 
Fateh 110 missiles, which have a range of 250 
km.11 This system of rockets and missiles is 
not confined to the south; according to Leba-
nese sources, it is also deployed north of the 
Litani, in the Beqaa valley, to the east,12 and, 
it is reasonable to assume, in the Beirut re-
gion (similar to the deployment of the Zelzal 
launchers in the previous war). 

This state of affairs suggests that in the 
next round of fighting against Hizbollah:

1.	 Larger areas in Israel are under threat of 
missile attacks. In the course of the next war, 
the Gush Dan region in particular and the 
central region in general will be more ex-
posed to missile fire.

2.	 The potential risk to sensitive installations 
behind Israel’s front lines is greater. Fateh 110 
missiles are relatively accurate (CEP 10m). If 
Hizbollah has indeed obtained such missiles, 
this will significantly improve its capability 
of hitting sensitive targets within Israel: en-
terprises, infrastructure installations, mili-
tary bases, hospitals, and so on.

3.	 The IDF faces additional difficulties in deal-
ing with the threat of missiles and rockets. In the 
next war, the IDF will face a more complex 
challenge in dealing with long range rocket/
missile launchers, for two main reasons. The 
first is that the geographically broad deploy-
ment of the launching platforms (the Beqaa 

valley, southern Lebanon, and the Beirut re-
gion) will oblige the Israel Air Force to dis-
perse its collection and attack platforms over 
a wider area. The second is that the IDF will 
be dealing with a greater number of launch-
ers, most of which are disposable. Since the 
IDF had great success in the last war in de-
stroying multi-barrel rocket launchers (due 
to their high signature), it is probable that 
Hizbollah will rely on single-barrel launch-
ers that can be used only once. It can there-
fore be assumed that Hizbollah will have a 
greater number of launchers, while an indi-
vidual launcher will have little operational 
importance. 

The Ground Campaign: “From an 
Aerial Effort to a Ground Maneuver”
Before the last war, Hizbollah’s principal 
working assumption was that the IDF would 
not conduct a broad ground campaign in 
Lebanon (or as a last resort only). This as-
sumption indeed proved correct during most 
stages of the fighting. Nevertheless, two fac-
tors combined to undermine it.

1.	 The ground operation begun by the IDF 
in the final days of the fighting. The landing 
of large forces near the Litani River and the 
entry of large ground forces from the Israeli 
border demonstrated to Hizbollah the IDF’s 
capability in this sphere, and raised the pos-
sibility that this type of operation will be a 
more viable option in the next war.

2.	 The exposure of the IDF’s operational 
plans. In the context of the post-war public 
debate in Israel, many particulars about the 
IDF’s plans for a broad ground operation in 
Lebanon emerged. Also exposed in this con-
text was the IDF’s “Marom Water” plan, its 
order of battle (three divisions), and its oper-
ational conception: a widespread ground op-
eration, combining attacks from a number of 
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directions, in order to take control of the area 
between the Litani and the border, with an 
option of taking over the Nabatiyeh heights 
(the largest and most important Shiite center 
in Lebanon north of the Litani).13

Given Hizbollah’s new assessment of the 
likelihood of an Israeli ground operation, 
the organization has begun more substantial 
preparations for this scenario. First, Hizbol-
lah has apparently reinforced its military 
presence north of the Litani. In this frame-
work, it is expanding its existing infrastruc-
ture and is also building new fortifications 
and “nature reserves” (also called “defense 
pockets”) – a type of military field base de-
signed to facilitate protected fighting and 
rocket fire from outside villages and built-
up areas. Furthermore, one report indicated 
that as part of the new preparations north of 
the Litani, Hizbollah was apparently buying 
land in Christian and Druze areas in order to 
strengthen the Shiite presence in this region. 
This is probably designed to enable Hizbol-
lah fighters to operate in a safer and friendli-
er environment. The same report also names 
the small Christian village of Qotrani, locat-
ed on a road leading to the Beqaa valley, as 
one of the villages in which a large area was 
purchased.14 If so, it suggests that Hizbollah 
is also preparing for the possibility that the 
IDF will conduct a more extensive ground 
campaign in the next war in southern Leba-
non and possibly a deeper one as well in the 
direction of the Beqaa valley.

Second, Hizbollah has strengthened its 
anti-tank deployment. During the war, sev-
eral dozen Israeli tanks were hit by anti-tank 
fire. Although no great damage was done 
to some of them, the model of missile used 
by Hizbollah (the Russian-make Kornet and 
Metis) demonstrated their destructive capac-

ities. In some cases, these missiles even pen-
etrated the Merkava Mk 4 tank, considered 
the best armored tank in the world. It appears 
that in some of its preparations for a prospec-
tive Israeli ground maneuver, Hizbollah be-
gan receiving large quantities of advanced 
anti-tank missiles after the war. Damascus is 
delivering these Russian-manufactured mis-
siles to the organization. Furthermore, the 
fact that Syria concluded a large anti-tank 
missile transaction with Russia at the begin-
ning of the year means that it will probably 
enable Hizbollah to upgrade and expand its 
anti-tank system significantly.15

Third, Hizbollah has strengthened its 
combat theater frameworks. As a rule, Hiz-
bollah deploys in a theater unit, i.e., military 
units responsible for a specific area. For ex-
ample, a unit called Netzer (“victory”) is de-
ployed in the geographic area between Israel 
and the Litani River, and two other theater 
units are deployed north of the Litani and in 
the Beqaa valley.16 It is quite likely that fol-
lowing Hizbollah’s perceptions of future IDF 
actions, the theater-sector battle formations 
will be substantially strengthened at both 
the headquarter level (e.g., fleshing out the 
command apparatus in the village) and the 
fighting unit level (increasing the number of 
anti-tank squads, allocating more resources, 
and so on). Although information is hard to 
obtain, this development seems a given, in 
light of the change in the way Hizbollah re-
gards Israel’s moves in the next war.

The significance of all this for the IDF is 
clear. In the next war, Hizbollah will be bet-
ter prepared and more ready doctrinally, 
vis-à-vis its ground infrastructure and in 
the weapons that it possesses for an Israeli 
ground campaign, even deep within Leba-
non (north of the Litani and beyond).
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Hizbollah’s Deployment Difficulties
Hizbollah’s process of military rehabilita-
tion is relatively rapid, particularly given the 
heavy flow of weapons to the organization 
from Iran and Syria. At the same time, it ap-
pears that the organization has encountered 
a number of difficulties in its renewed de-
ployment against Israel. The first and proba-
bly central difficulty is replenishing its ranks. 
During the Second Lebanon War, the orga-
nization lost several hundred of its soldiers 
(estimates vary between 250 and 600 dead, 
or even more).17 The process of recruiting 
and training a Hizbollah soldier takes many 
years, and includes protracted indoctrina-
tion periods and grueling training. The or-
ganization’s soldiers are chosen in a lengthy 
process from young Shiites on the basis of 
their moral behavior and dedication to re-
ligious principles.18 Due to the prolonged 
training process, and perhaps also as a result 
of a drop in motivation to join its ranks, it 
appears that Hizbollah is having trouble re-
placing the manpower that it lost in the war. 
This would explain the acceptance of former 
Amal members – Hizbollah’s Shiite competi-
tion – into the organization’s ranks, as well 
as the acceptance of Sunni volunteers19 and 
underage Shiites.20 Lack of technical and 
trained manpower may have been the rea-
son why Syria agreed to Iran’s suggestion to 
become more involved in managing Hizbol-
lah’s long range rocket system.21

A second difficulty likely concerns the 
undermining of Iran’s absolute confidence 
in Hizbollah’s leadership. It appears that the 
“adventure” into which Nasrallah dragged 
his organization and all of Lebanon angered 
many in Tehran. The war damaged the or-
ganization’s military, human, and political 
infrastructure. Worse, it exposed to public 
view the strategic weapons in its possession. 

From an Iranian perspective, these long range 
rockets were probably designated for use as 
a response to an Israeli or American attack 
on its soil, not for exchanges of fire between 
Hizbollah and the IDF. As such, the Iranian 
leadership may be seeking to increase its su-
pervision of Hizbollah’s leadership, and has 
even deployed new command and control 
systems in Lebanon for this purpose. Placing 
Iranian officers at the organization’s various 
field levels may in part also signal this pro-
cess.22

These difficulties join the complications 
presented by the presence of UN and Leba-
nese forces on the border with Israel. Fur-
thermore, Hizbollah faces an uphill battle 
in reestablishing the organization’s center 
in the Dahiya neighborhood. Its destruction 
was a severe blow to the organization’s infra-
structure, and during the long reconstruction 
period, Hizbollah will have to operate from 
temporary headquarters and safe havens.

The Next War in the Lebanese 
Theater
Although the deployment of Lebanese and 
UNIFIL forces in southern Lebanon has had 
relatively little effect on Hizbollah’s military 
deployment and recovery of its military ca-
pabilities, the organization has had trouble 
maintaining an open military presence on the 
border, and many of its positions and much 
of its infrastructure in the region were de-
stroyed or abandoned. In place of the opera-
tional area it lost near to the contact line with 
Israel, the organization began reinforcing 
deep within southern Lebanon and beyond 
the Litani. In the next campaign, therefore, 
the organization will have a more limited 
presence on the border, which will allow the 
IDF some freedom of action in Lebanon near 
the fence. However, Hizbollah operatives are 
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still maintaining a massive military presence 
(albeit more cautious and clandestine) in the 
villages in the south, particularly those with 
Shiite residents.

However, the most urgent issue is the 
organization’s connection with Syria and 
Iran, which are Hizbollah’s financial, logis-
tical, and military lifeline. With their assis-
tance, the organization is rapidly rebuilding 
the military capabilities damaged in the war. 
Herein lies the urgent imperative of diplo-
matic activity, either with or instead of mili-
tary force. Without an end to the Hizbollah-
Syria/Iran connection, the depth and extent 
of Israeli military activity appears almost 
unimportant, since in any case, Hizbollah 
will rebuild its strength within a few months 
once the fighting ends. The fact that the orga-
nization in effect represents most Shiites in 
Lebanon gives it a reliable political and so-
cial base, beyond the purely military sphere. 
In practice, the failure of Israel, the Lebanese 
government, and the international commu-
nity to sever the link between Hizbollah and 
its Syrian and Iranian patrons through either 
military and diplomatic means complicates 
any attempt to create a different reality in 
Lebanon, especially in southern Lebanon. 

To date, Hizbollah has succeeded in sub-
stantial military rehabilitation and prepara-
tions for the future. The next campaign with 
Hizbollah is expected to resemble the previ-
ous one to some degree: missile bombard-
ment of the Israeli home front, a heavy Israeli 
air response, and possibly a more extensive 
ground operation than in the past. Despite 
Hizbollah’s massive rebuilding process, its 
understanding of this operational doctrine is 
likely to enable the IDF to cope better with 
the organization in the next war. Specifically, 
a number of planning directions likely to up-
set the operational balance can be cited. 

War is composed of a number of dimen-
sions: space, time, targets, methods of war-
fare, and tactical means. The organization 
can be confronted with new responses in 
each one of these dimensions.

1.	 Space and time. Hizbollah must be tak-
en by surprise, at least at the beginning of 
the fighting. An attack must include most of 
the organization’s physical assets: its head-
quarters, bases, and the homes of senior 
operatives. The fighting itself should take 
place during the day in order to generate as 
many points of friction as possible between 
IDF soldiers, most of whom are more high-
ly skilled, and Hizbollah soldiers. The land 
battlefield should include not only the south, 
but regions in which the organization does 
not expect a substantial Israeli ground entry, 
such as Baalbek and Beirut itself. These re-
gions must be subjected to some kind of Is-
raeli ground attack in the initial stages of the 
confrontation.

2.	 Targets. This is perhaps the most sig-
nificant aspect. The IDF’s lack of success in 
the preceding war in Lebanon in striking the 
organization’s senior command, let alone its 
political leadership, revealed an important 
weakness. Furthermore, the fact that Hizbol-
lah managed to time its rocket fire (increas-
ing and decreasing it) during every stage of 
the fighting showed that the organization’s 
command and control apparatus was not 
substantially damaged. Israel’s intelligence 
effort must therefore focus on the targets, so 
that in the next campaign against the orga-
nization, both the senior command staff and 
the control centers in southern Lebanon and 
elsewhere can be neutralized. Another type 
of target that must be addressed is the Leba-
nese state infrastructure. In the preceding 
war, these targets were off limits. At the same 
time, attacking some of them, for example 
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electricity and fuel in certain regions, is likely 
to render it difficult for Hizbollah to conduct 
a regular campaign, and will certainly have 
this effect if the fighting is prolonged.

3.	 Methods of warfare. In addition to the 
entry of masses of infantry and armor, new 
and original methods should be developed, 
mainly in order to deal with the extensive 
deployment of rockets and its dispersal 
throughout Lebanon. For example, the more 
remote launching areas (Beqaa valley, Beirut 
region) can be saturated with small forces 
– special teams – with intelligence capaci-
ties and independent firepower, perhaps like 
those used by the British and Americans in 
Afghanistan and western Iraq in the 1991 
Gulf War. The air force will probably find it 
difficult to provide an effective response by 
itself to all the launching areas.

4.	 Tactical means. This sphere is quite 
complicated and requires separate analysis, 
but certainly here Israel will have to devise 
surprises, for example, a means that will pro-
vide a better way of dealing with the orga-
nization’s deployment in open areas, locate 
rockets before they are fired, pinpoint and 
destroy headquarters and control centers, 
and other such measures.

In conclusion, the recent war in Lebanon 
revealed not only the IDF’s lack of prepared-
ness for dealing with Hizbollah, but also its 
lack of success in preparing for the different 
type of war that can be expected in the region 
in the future: a struggle against an enemy 
that partly lacks the familiar form of squad 
and battalion, battle theaters saturated with 
anti-tank weapons, and fighting that takes 
place simultaneously at the front and in the 
rear. This aspect actually constitutes an op-
portunity for the IDF not only to compre-
hend the nature of the coming campaigns in 
principle, but first and foremost to assimilate 

the changes taking place in the nature of this 
warfare, and prepare more effectively on 
both doctrinal and operational levels.
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It’s the Economy, Syria
Nizan Feldman 

As in his first inauguration address to parliament in 2000, Bashar Asad’s speech after 
being sworn in for a second term in July 2007 also made detailed reference to the 
economic sphere. Citing statistical data published by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), Asad enumerated a series of economic achievements made possible, he main-
tained, thanks to the reforms implemented by his regime.

The satisfaction Asad displayed was not detached from reality. Syria’s economy im-
proved in 2006, growing at a rate of 4.4 percent while reducing its external debt, 
improving its trade balance, and creating new jobs. The IMF indicates a direct con-
nection between the economic reforms spearheaded by the regime and the growth 
Syria is experiencing. In their reports, however, the IMF and the World Bank do not 
indicate that improvements in economic indicators have expanded Syria’s ability to 
allocate resources for military buildup purposes. While consistent real GDP growth 
would enable Syria to increase spending on weapon systems, without the need to alter 
the existing ratio between military spending and GDP, it is highly doubtful whether the 
current recovery in Syria’s economy has created the conditions necessary for achieving 
sustainable growth. On the contrary: Syria’s economy suffers from a series of chronic 
problems likely to intensify in the coming years due to the rapid erosion of oil reserves. 
Even the most favorable published reports regarding Syria’s economic policy have in-
dicated that the pace of reform being led by the government is not fast enough to deal 
with the economic challenges Syria can expect.

The likelihood that Syria will indeed take the far-reaching steps recommended by the 
IMF depends on the regime’s willingness to carry out a policy that reduces its control 
over the economy. However the functioning of Syria’s economy is not solely dependent 
on measures introduced by the regime on a domestic level, but also on Syria’s policy in 
the international arena. This article analyzes the reciprocal relationship between Syr-
ian economic performance and processes that are occurring on the international stage. 
Both Syria’s economic policy and external policy were responsible for the economic 
stagnation the country experienced between 2000 and 2005. The repercussions of this 
stagnation drove the regime to institute a moderate change in economic policy in 2005. 
The regime’s recently launched reforms are, to a considerable extent, responsible for 
the economic improvement Syria has experienced; however, economic growth cannot 
continue over time if no significant change occurs in Syria’s international standing.

Nizan Feldman, research assistant at INSS and doctoral student at Tel Aviv University
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The Sources of Stagnation: Economic 
Policy and International Processes
When Bashar Asad rose to power, he de-
clared his intention to spearhead reforms to 
enable the gradual abandonment of the old 
economic model and replace it with a model 
that adopts several free market principles. 
Yet between 2000 and 2005, only limited 
economic reforms were launched in Syria,1 
and these did not create growth conditions. 
In recent years the IMF and the World Bank 
have urged Syria to carry out a series of eco-
nomic reforms aimed at downsizing the pub-
lic sector and making it more efficient while 
developing the private sector. A considerable 
portion of the IMF’s recommended reforms 
are compatible with the moves promised by 
the regime back in 2000, promises that for the 
most part were not realized. 

The gap between rhetoric and the steps 
that were actually taken was felt in economic 
performance. Between 1999 and 2004, Syr-
ians’ standard of living began to slide as 
the rate of population growth exceeded the 
average rate of real growth. The recession’s 
effects were discernable in most economic 
indicators: the economy was unsuccessful in 
creating new jobs for absorbing the 300,000 
citizens who join the workforce each year, 
and the rise in unemployment contributed 
to an increase in the poverty rate. Accord-
ing to UN data, approximately 5.1 million 
Syrian citizens (30.1 percent of the popula-
tion) were living under the poverty line in 
2004, with 2 million of them unable to pro-
vide for their basic needs. Correspondingly, 
in 2000-4, there was a worsening of Syria’s 
trade balance while its external debt swelled 
steadily.2

Significantly, Syria’s economic stagnation 
stemmed not only from the government’s 
hesitancy and concern over introducing lib-

eralization measures, but was also the out-
come of developments in the regional arena.

The American army’s entry into Iraq set 
into motion a series of processes that im-
pacted on Syria’s economy on several levels. 
In 2000 trade relations between Syria and 
Iraq were established under a “gentleman’s 
agreement” according to which Syrian prod-
ucts would enjoy preferential Iraqi customs 
rates, and in exchange Syria would allow 
Iraq to violate a UN resolution and smug-
gle oil via its territory. The war in Iraq cut 
off the profits Syria was making from this 
arrangement, and Syria immediately lost a 
convenient market for its exports as well as 
access to cheap oil.3 At the same time, Syria 
was forced to contend with a flood of Iraqi 
refugees pouring into the country. Beginning 
in 2003, more than one and a half million 
refugees4 (more than 8 percent of the popu-
lation of Syria) flowed into Syrian territory. 
This sharp rise in population, which in any 
case was growing by 2.4 percent per year, 
constitutes an enormous burden on various 
government services such as the education 
and health systems. 

Syria’s ability to deal with these chal-
lenges could have been greater if not for the 
deterioration of Syria’s relations with the 
West. Rising tensions between Syria and the 
US drove the US in 2003 to legislate the Syria 
Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty 
Restoration Act. This act obliges the Ameri-
can president to impose sanctions on Syria if 
it does not: cease its support for international 
terror groups; end its occupation of Lebanon; 
stop developing weapons of mass destruc-
tion; and stop supporting and abetting ter-
rorist activity in Iraq. The sanctions included 
a prohibition on selling arms to Syria (in any 
case forbidden under previous legislation) 
and a prohibition to sell dual use products. 
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Furthermore, the president must select at 
least two further sanctions from a general 
menu of sanctions.5

In May 2004, President Bush signed Ex-
ecutive Order 1388, which instructs imple-
mentation of the act. Out of the six possible 
sanctions, Bush opted for the ban on exports 
of American products to Syria and the dis-
allowance of passage of Syrian aircraft over 
US airspace. At the same time, the president, 
based on other legislation, imposed two fur-
ther sanctions on Syria. He instructed Ameri-
can financial agencies to sever relations with 
the Commercial Bank of Syria, and he froze 
the financial assets of a series of Syrian of-
ficials.6 

Both Syrian and American entities at first 
tended to dismiss the damage the sanctions 
could cause Syria, seeing that trade relations 
between Syria and the US were in any case 
limited. Indeed, a reduced scale of US im-
ports does not constitute a danger to Syria’s 
system of commerce. But the reality of Syria 
being under the watchful eye of the US re-
duces its attractiveness in the eyes of foreign 
investors. The concern of foreign companies 
over the tightening of American sanctions 
combined with the fear that their activities 
in Syria are liable to be seen in an unfavor-
able light by American sources discourages 
foreign investment.7 

In addition, the tension between the coun-
tries constitutes an obstacle to Syria’s joining 
the World Trade Organization (WTO). In 
2001, Syria’s request to join the organization 
was rejected due in part to intensive US ef-
forts to block acceptance. In 2005 Syria re-
newed its request to join; however, it is a rea-
sonable assumption that as long as no change 
occurs in relations between the countries, the 
US will maintain its efforts to prevent Syria 
from joining the organization. Syria’s contin-

ued non-inclusion in the WTO will make it 
difficult for Syria to compensate for its drop 
in income from oil exports through increased 
export of other goods, since the competitive-
ness of its products will remain lower than 
that of WTO member countries.

Syria could blunt this damage if it suc-
ceeds in improving its relations with the Eu-
ropean Union, which is Syria’s largest trade 
partner. Over the past decade Syria has ex-
pressed its desire to take part in the Barce-
lona process and sign an Association Agree-
ment.8 Signing the agreement could improve 
the competitiveness of Syrian products in 
Europe and would likely create a basis for 
expanding economic cooperation between 
the sides. Syria’s foreign policy, however, 
prevents it from achieving these goals. Syria 
is the only country among those included in 
the Barcelona process that has not succeeded 
in upgrading the trade agreement. In 1997 
negotiations between the sides began and 
led to the initialing of an agreement in Oc-
tober 2004. However, the agreement was not 
ratified by EU countries because Syria, they 
argued, had not implemented all of the re-
quired political and economic reforms, and 
its foreign policy was counter to the spirit of 
the Barcelona process. These claims became 
official EU policy after the assassination of 
Rafiq al-Hariri in February 2005.

In past months there has been a certain 
narrowing of the gap regarding economic 
issues between Syria and key EU members, 
which have expressed willingness to extend 
economic assistance to Syria for absorbing 
refugees from Iraq. Javier Solana, the High 
Representative for EU Foreign Policy, ex-
plained that the EU seeks to deepen its eco-
nomic relations with Syria. Nevertheless, 
Solana and other senior officials have made 
it clear that the Association Agreement will 
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not be implemented so long as Syria does 
not cease its subversive activities in Lebanon 
or take action to curb the smuggling of arms 
from its territory into Lebanon and Iraq.9

The damage caused to Syria by interna-
tional pressure is much higher than the direct 
damage caused to its economy following the 
withdrawal of the Syrian armed forces from 
Lebanon in 2005. Following the withdrawal 
there were assessments that a large number 
of the Syrians employed in Lebanon would 
fear staying there, but in fact, the number of 
those who returned to Syria was not large, 
and for all the workers who left, new work-
ers came in. The Lebanese job market contin-
ues to employ 300,000–500,000 Syrian work-
ers,10 who send back a considerable portion 
of their income to Syria. Furthermore, there 
is no evidence of harm to the reciprocal fi-
nancial relations and extent of trade between 
the countries.11

Reports analyzing the direct reasons for 
Syria’s economic stagnation in 2000-5 point 
to decreased private investment as the key 
factor that prevented growth.12 The difficulty 
in encouraging investment is closely tied to 
the business environment, which the govern-
ment is not rushing to make more efficient, 
and thus constitutes a factor complementing 
the international pressure levied on Syria.

Signs of Change?
Extensive attention was devoted to the eco-
nomic crisis that has gripped Syria at the 
tenth conference of the Baath party held in 
July 2005. At the conference, the launching 
of a program adopting the social market 
economy model was announced; this model 
encourages an economy that relies on market 
principles while aiming to preserve social 
welfare. The economic program for advanc-
ing the model, called FYP, was officially ap-

proved in January 2006. The program, based 
on many of the recommendations appearing 
in IMF reports, acknowledges the need to in-
crease the relative proportion of the non-oil 
sectors in the GDP.13

According to IMF forecasts, already by 
the year 2012 Syria’s expenses for import-
ing oil will be higher than its oil export in-
come. Out of the 400,000 thousand barrels 
of oil Syria produces each day, it exports 
only 175,000. Oil exports account for ap-
proximately 66 percent of overall income 
from exports, and this income constitutes the 
source for approximately 25 percent of gov-
ernment spending.14 The Syrian government 
is already trying to encourage foreign com-
panies to invest in the country’s oil and gas 
industry. But even massive investment can 
only slightly delay the rapid erosion of oil 
reserves.15 If Syria wishes to soften the real 
and financial damage from this process, it 
must develop numerous sectors that are not 
connected to the energy industry and ensure 
that their products can compete in interna-
tional markets. The principles outlined in the 
FYP are meant to propel Syria in this direc-
tion, but along with promises of change in 
the economic scheme, the government also 
emphasizes the importance of implementing 
a cautious policy.

The government’s economic declarations 
are compatible with the policy it has been 
carrying out since the end of 2005. Along 
with Syria’s hesitancy and unwillingness to 
reduce government involvement in the eco-
nomic activity of some key sectors, one can 
point to a series of steps intended for im-
proving the business environment. 

In January 2007, Asad signed two orders 
that alter the investment law that has been 
applied since 1991. One of the orders allows 
investors to purchase ownership on land 
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necessary for realizing the project they are 
investing in. The order assures foreign inves-
tors that no restrictions will be imposed on 
mobilizing their profits on investment, and 
that they will benefit from a customs exemp-
tion on essential equipment for a project’s re-
alization. The second order calls for the estab-
lishment of the Syrian Investment Authority, 
meant for accelerating the process of obtain-
ing approval for opening businesses.16

In 2006 a corporate income tax reform was 
implemented, with rates dropping drastical-
ly; and at the end of 2005, a law was enacted 
for enabling the reactivation of the stock ex-
change.17 Over the past two years, there has 
been an increase in the level of exposure of 
the Syrian economy to international markets 
in light of the signing of a trade agreement 
with Turkey and following a decrease in 
customs rates.18 At the same time the gov-
ernment has cancelled a series of non-trade 
barrier restrictions. An additional process 
that attests to the desire to increase exposure 
to international markets is the change in the 
exchange rate regimen. Since 2006, a uniform 
exchange rate has prevailed in Syria for all 
sectors, and there are in fact almost no re-
strictions on importers as to accessibility to 
foreign currency. In January 2007, the gov-
ernment announced a gradual transition to 
a managed float exchange rate regimen that 
would replace the permanent linkage (cur-
rency peg) of the pound to the dollar.

These processes were felt in economic ac-
tivities. Liberalization of the banking indus-
try and the altered exchange rate increased 
the willingness of exporters to deposit their 
profits in local banks. Similarly, expanded 
credit access contributed to an increase in 
private consumption and a rise of 250 per-
cent in the scale of private investment.19

In 2006, Syria’s GDP grew by 4.4 percent 

while the non-oil GDP grew more than 6 per-
cent. Economic growth affected the job mar-
ket and the unemployment rate fell below 
10 percent.20 Growth is expected to continue 
during the coming year as well. However, 
one should not conclude that this growth is 
based on firm foundations and will accom-
pany the economy over time. Indeed, this 
economic growth is mainly attributable to a 
significant rise in private consumption and 
a sharp increase in the scale of exports, most 
of which stems from expanded demand from 
the Gulf states, which are enjoying econom-
ic growth.21 A considerable portion of the 
economy’s momentum originated from one-
time events, such as a significant reduction 
in Syria’s external debt, which in 2005 was 
cut by about $11 billion after Russia waived 
approximately 73 percent of the debts Syria 
had accumulated. In addition, the flow of 
refugees from Iraq boosted private consump-
tion and high oil prices continue to work in 
Syria’s favor.

The Syrian economy remains centralist, 
and despite the reforms is ranked 135 out of 
170 countries in the World Bank’s Doing Busi-
ness ranking.22 Syria’s per capita GDP stands 
at approximately $1,300, low in relation to 
neighboring countries.23 In order to prevent 
a sharp decrease in the standard of living, 
Syria must not only grow at a faster rate, 
but must also base its growth on more stable 
foundations, such as growth in the business 
sector product and a rise in the scale of in-
vestments.24

In the past two years Syria has attempted 
to signal Western companies that it is worth-
while expanding their business operations 
in the country. But only a handful of West-
ern companies became convinced this was 
indeed worthwhile; most of the growth in 
foreign investment came as a result of ex-
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panded activities of Persian Gulf companies. 
The activity of these companies did indeed 
contribute to economic growth and could, 
in the future, boost various sectors, e.g., the 
tourism industry, real estate, food, and tex-
tiles. But the process could be much more 
profitable if Syria succeeds in increasing the 
number of companies applying for tenders. 
Moreover, without investment from West-
ern companies, Syria will find it difficult to 
develop sectors such as telecommunications 
and petrochemicals, and it is doubtful if 
Syria could succeed in restoring the energy 
industry.

In order to attract significant investment, 
Syria must continue improving its business 
environment. However even if Syria faith-
fully adopts all of the economic steps recom-
mended by the IMF, it will find it hard to deal 
with expected challenges. The desire of for-
eign investors to avoid friction with Ameri-
can elements will continue to be an obstacle 
to the development of different sectors in 
the country. This was apparent in the argu-
ment presented by the Syrian prime minister 
last August. He claimed that pressure from 
American companies prevented the Japanese 
Mitsubishi firm from competing in a tender 
for rehabilitating Syria’s electricity network, 
and that pressure from former French prime 
minister Jacques Chirac prevented the French 
Alstom firm from competing in a similar ten-
der.25 

Syria will find it difficult to increase the 
volume of exports on a scale that could com-
pensate for the expected drop in income from 
oil exports if it is unsuccessful in joining the 
WTO and does not upgrade its relations with 
the EU. Expanded business ties with the Gulf 
states, Russia, and China can only partially 
compensate for the expected drop in income 
due to the erosion of oil reserves. Moreover, 

it would be a mistake to imagine that the 
tightening of economic ties between Syria 
and Iran is the solution to Syria’s economic 
problems. Indeed, the economic-strategic 
relationship between the countries doesn’t 
stop at financial aid for purchasing arms, but 
also includes broad business cooperation in 
civilian areas. The scale of investment in Syr-
ia by Iranian groups has grown over the past 
three years, and in 2006 was estimated to be 
approximately $400 million; this has turned 
Iran into the third largest investor in Syria, 
after Saudi Arabia and Turkey. In Septem-
ber 2007, official Syrian and Iranian bodies 
declared that the scale of Iranian projects in 
Syria was expected to grow to an overall sum 
of $10 billion over the next five years.26 How-
ever, despite this and other declarations, it is 
clear to both sides that the Iranian economy 
itself is not sufficiently strong or diverse in 
order to compensate for the economic dam-
age likely to be caused to Syria’s economy by 
international isolation, especially when Syria 
will be losing a considerable portion of its in-
come from oil exports. 

Conclusion
More than once the argument has been raised 
that the Syrian government has no interest in 
steering economic processes for raising the 
standard of living in the country, since these 
processes would intensify demand for politi-
cal liberalization. Building a business com-
munity will increase the demand for trans-
parency, impacting on numerous elements 
closely associated with the government that 
rake in profits thanks to corruption in the 
public sector and a state-controlled econo-
my. At the same time, rising unemployment, 
growing poverty, and threat of financial col-
lapse present an equally great danger to the 
regime’s stability.
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The cautious economic policy led by Syr-
ia in the past two years reflects an attempt to 
strike a balance between the two conflicting 
arguments. The fact that a moderate change 
in economic policy combined with several 
exogenous processes provided a boost to the 
economy attests to the economic momentum 
Syria could experience if the government 
decides to intensify the pace of reform while 
succeeding in freeing itself from internation-
al isolation. But although the government is 
aware of the economic challenges it faces, it 
has chosen to implement only some of the 
economic steps likely to lay the foundations 
for steady growth. Moreover, Syria has not 
launched any significant processes for shak-
ing off its international economic isolation. 
When senior government officials are asked 
by international institutions why Syria does 
not increase the pace of reform, they reply 
that overly rapid implementation would 
likely undermine the country’s political and 
social stability.27 The logic of this argument 

is valid as well for the international arena: 
the wish to lay the foundations for economic 
growth does not at the moment constitute 
a sufficient condition for changing foreign 
policy.

The economic growth Syria has experi-
enced, which is expected to continue next 
year as well, has provided the country with 
breathing space for facing its international 
isolation. In addition, the improvement in 
Syria’s fiscal situation and its reduced exter-
nal debt have enabled the country to exploit 
more efficiently its renewed security ties with 
Russia. Real GDP growth will enable Syria to 
increase defense spending without altering 
the ratio between government spending and 
GDP.

However, most of the economic signs 
indicate that economic growth in Syria can-
not continue for a long time under current 
conditions. Without an acceleration of the 
economic reform announced by the govern-
ment and barring rapprochement with West, 

Table 1. Key Economic Indicators in Syria’s Economy 2003-2006

2003 2004 2005 2006

GDP ($ billions) 22.7 25 28.6 34.9

Real GDP growth 1.1 2.8 3.3 4.4

Real increase in non-Oil GDP 2.5 5 6 6.5

CPI period average 5.8 4.4 7.2 10

Population (millions) 17.6 18.8 19.3 20.4

External debt (% of GDP) * 77.3 73.2 23.3 19.4

Defense spending (% of GDP) 5.3 5.9 5.3 5.1

*	 The sharp drop in debt is the result of the cancelled debt to Russia. 
The table is based on data presented in IMF surveys, which relies on Syrian authorities and the process-
ing of data by IMF economists.
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Bashar Asad will likely not be able to boast 
about the performance of Syria’s economy 
when his third term is set to begin seven 
years from now. 
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The End to Aggressive 
Promotion of Democracy

Roni Bart

In a series of speeches beginning June 2002, US president George 
Bush presented the expansion of democracy as a, if not the, key goal 
of American foreign policy.1 By March 2006, this was set out formally 
in the opening sentence of the National Security Strategy: “It is the 
policy of the United States to seek and support democratic move-
ments and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate 
goal of ending tyranny in our world.”2 This is not pure altruism. Sep-
tember 11 had ostensibly proved that “sixty years of Western nations 
excusing and accommodating the lack of freedom in the Middle East 
did nothing to make us safe – because in the long run stability cannot 
be purchased at the expense of liberty.”3 Thus, aggressively promoting 
“a forward strategy of freedom” in the Middle East “reflects the union 
of our values and our national interests.”4

The United States pursued this strategy militarily (Iraq), diplomati-
cally (Lebanon and the Palestinian Authority), and financially and rhe-
torically (all over). The heyday was in 2005, but since then the “Arab 
spring” has withered. This article details this process, and explores the 
reasons for American policy diluting the democracy campaign and 
reverting to traditional pro-stability realism. Egypt, which the admin-
istration had hoped would lead the way, provides a quintessential ex-
ample.5 

Egypt
At the beginning of her term as secretary of 
state in early 2005, Condoleezza Rice can-
celled a scheduled visit to Egypt due to the 
arrest of the leader of the liberal opposition, 
Ayman Nour. Four months later, following 
his release, Rice traveled to Egypt and gave 
a celebrated speech at Cairo’s American Uni-
versity. Using blunt language – that bespoke 
serious interference in internal affairs – she 

detailed a list of what the Egyptian govern-
ment “must” do in order to proceed with 
democratization and reform.6 In the spring 
of 2006, the secretary did not postpone a 
visit after municipal elections were canceled, 
though during a joint press conference with 
her Egyptian counterpart she elaborated on 
Egypt’s dismal pace of reform. However, 
there was already a noticeable change in the 
tone. Instead of talking about “musts,” Rice 
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conveyed a volte face: “We can’t tell Egypt 
what its course can be or should be.”7 In 
turn, when in Cairo a year later the secretary 
voiced timid concern over the constitutional 
referendum, she was quickly rebuked by 
Egypt’s foreign minister: “Egypt can’t accept 
interference in its affairs.”8 

Rice’s regressive rhetoric reflects the 
course of democratization in Egypt. In 2005 
the future looked brighter. President Husni 
Mubarak received 78 percent of the vote ver-
sus Nour’s 8 percent in Egypt’s first competi-
tive presidential elections. Restrictions on 
freedom of expression and the press were re-
laxed a bit, and parliamentary elections were 
held in a less prohibitive manner. However, 
after “independent” candidates affiliated 
with the Muslim Brotherhood captured 20 
percent of the seats, the government resumed 
its traditional ways. Scheduled municipal 
elections were canceled; the generation-old 
state of emergency was extended; Nour was 
again jailed on trumped-up charges; opposi-
tion activity was violently disrupted by the 
police; and the judiciary’s fight for indepen-
dence was blocked at every turn. In a sham 
March 2007 referendum, judicial oversight of 
elections was constitutionally replaced by a 
government-appointed panel, and 26 year-
old emergency laws (special powers of ar-
rest and eavesdropping) were enshrined in 
the constitution. The Egyptian regime dealt 
American aspirations a blow even on the 
regional scene. In November 2005, a confer-
ence of the democracy-promoting Forum for 
the Future broke up without a joint statement 
because Egypt demanded that Arab gov-
ernments be given significant control over 
which democracy groups receive aid from a 
new fund.9 Undoubtedly, Egypt is rebuffing 
the American agenda.

The American response has been meek, 

to say the least. The only sign of displeasure 
was suspension of negotiations on a free 
trade agreement after Nour was convicted 
in a bogus trial. A day after police brutally 
dispersed a peaceful pro-democracy dem-
onstration and arrested more than 200 activ-
ists, President Bush met with Gamal, Husni 
Mubarak’s son and presumed heir apparent. 
This was justifiably perceived as acquiescence 
to the crackdown and the succession.10 While 
activists were arrested and bloggers were 
tortured, the American ambassador spoke of 
“the great level of freedom…in the Mubarak 
era.”11 Egypt receives annual American aid 
to the tune of $1.4 billion ($60 billion since 
1979, more per capita than Europe did under 
the Marshall Plan). Congressional proposals 
to cut aid were rejected by the administra-
tion on the grounds of “national interests.”12 
In 2005 Bush promised, “All who live in tyr-
anny and hopelessness can know: the United 
States will not ignore your oppression, or 
excuse your oppressors. When you stand for 
your liberty, we will stand with you.”13 Not 
surprisingly, therefore, opposition activists 
in Egypt say they “will never trust Ameri-
cans again.”14 

The Wider Picture
To a significant degree, Egypt exemplifies 
the unstable trajectory of democracy’s prog-
ress in the Middle East. Naysayers deriding 
the democracy agenda are exaggerating, 
because there has been an “Arab spring” to 
which American policy had contributed. Be-
tween 2002 and 2006 this spring was elector-
ally manifested in many ways: after half a 
century of tyranny, Iraqis went to the polls 
three times; Palestinians held free presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections; for the first 
time in a generation Lebanon held elections 
free from an oppressive Syrian presence; Al-
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geria, Tunisia, and Yemen held competitive 
presidential elections; half the members in 
the UAE’s parliament are now chosen rather 
than nominated; municipal elections were 
held in Saudi Arabia for the first time since 
the 1960s; and in Kuwait’s parliamentary 
elections, assorted (liberal and Islamist) re-
formists swept a majority of the seats. 

Freedom of the press expanded across the 
Middle East. Bahrain and Morocco empow-
ered judicial bodies to look into past human 
rights abuses. There has also been progress in 
women’s rights: in Qatar, Kuwait, and Bah-
rain women were enfranchised, and some 
hold governmental posts. In ultra-conserva-
tive Saudi Arabia, women were allowed to 
vote and run in elections for the board of 
the Jidda Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try (two were elected). Women obtained the 
right to carry identity cards, which is a first 
step in gaining independent legal status, and 
are now allowed to appear unveiled on tele-
vision. 

According to the rankings of Freedom 
House, in 2005 Lebanon and the Palestinian 
Authority were upgraded from “not free” to 
“partly free.” Jordan and Kuwait were both 
upgraded on the scale of political rights and 
civil liberties after 2004.15 No Arab country 
(or Muslim country, for that matter) was 
downgraded.16

Though it is difficult to prove causality, 
it is reasonable to assume that most of the 
above would not have happened without 
the American forward strategy of freedom. 
This is patently true regarding democracy 
in Iraq. American influence was also crucial 
both to the international effort that liberated 
Lebanon from the Syrian army, as well as to 
the Israeli decision to allow the electoral par-
ticipation of Hamas. In the past five years the 
United States invested approximately $2 bil-

lion in a wide array of programs to promote 
democracy in the Middle East, almost ten 
times the sum spent the previous decade.17 
This investment reflects the understanding 
that democracy building means not only 
fast-track progress in electoral practices but 
also slower-track deeper reforms: building 
institutions of civil society; teaching party 
and parliamentarian practices; strengthening 
free media; promoting rule of law, ensuring 
accountable and effective government and 
an independent judiciary; encouraging small 
business enterprises (in order to empower 
the middle class); expanding access to all 
levels of education and to employable skills; 
and empowering women in all aspects of 
life.18 The American initiative put democracy 
promotion on the international and regional 
agendas, and the administration’s rhetoric 
emboldened Arab reformers and pressured 
Arab regimes. Even leaders of Oman and 
Syria felt obliged to embrace the rhetoric if 
not the practice of reform. It was against this 
backdrop that in 2004, Yemen’s President 
Saleh counseled his Arab colleagues: “trim 
your hair now or someone will shave it for 
you” (i.e., reform, or risk being swept away 
in a tide of democratization).19

The Yemeni president, however, is another 
example of the half empty glass, or perhaps 
of the emptying glass. In 2004, in the spirit of 
reform, he promised to step down in 2006 at 
the end of his term, after twenty-eight years 
in office. Last year Saleh changed both his 
mind and consequently the constitution. So 
did the president of Algeria. During the past 
year, Jordan has approved laws that allow 
journalists to be jailed easily for “slander,” 
similar to laws in Yemen and in the Maghreb. 
In Bahrain, elections in November 2006 were 
skewed against the Shiite majority, and op-
position activists are still harassed. Reform 
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proceeds at a snail’s pace in Saudi Arabia, 
even though King Abdullah has lent his own 
considerable moral weight to the momen-
tum.20 Intellectuals were arrested for signing 
a polite petition to consider a transition to a 
constitutional monarchy. True, much lauded 
municipal elections were held, but the local 
councils have not yet been convened. Except 
for a few brighter spots, the general trend 
from Morocco to the Persian Gulf has been 
toward the reinforcement of central control, 
curtailment of public freedoms, and a fading 
of hopes for peaceful democratic changes. 

As in the case of Egypt, the United States 
has turned a blind eye to this ebb of democ-
racy. In 2005, Secretary Rice successfully 
pressured the Saudis to free jailed petition-
ers, talked publicly in Riyadh about women’s 
rights, and promised a continuous “dialogue 
on the course of internal reform.” None of that 
is on the bilateral agenda in 2007. Despite the 
Tunisian failure to follow through on prom-
ises of reform, in February 2006 the United 
States announced the expansion of military 
ties with Tunisia. Only recently Egypt and 
Libya were offered assistance in developing 
nuclear energy.21 Clearly, the administra-
tion has rejected the recommendation that 
reflected its own previous intentions to “use 
the promise of additional financial support 
as an incentive for reform…..and convey the 
message that the general quality of bilateral 
relations will be contingent, in part, upon re-
form.”22

Underlying the Trend
There are two main reasons for American 
backtracking on democracy promotion in 
the Middle East: the dangerous results of the 
policy, and the negative change in the “bal-
ance of power” between the United States 
and Arab regimes.

American policy was intellectually based 
on the “democratic peace thesis,” the claim 
that democratic states do not fight each oth-
er. Democracy should therefore be promoted 
not only because it is the moral and right 
way for societies to govern themselves, but 
mainly because more democracies means 
more peace. From here some have derived 
that just as democratization pacifies states, 
so participation in democratic politics mod-
erates terrorist or militant organizations (e.g., 
Sinn Fein). This was the hope behind Ameri-
can support/tolerance of the participation of 
both Hamas in the Palestinian elections and 
Hizbollah in the Lebanese government. 

However, politicians and policymakers 
ignored a crucial theoretical caveat: while 
democracies might well be more peaceful to-
ward each other, democratizing states per se 
are less so. Indeed, it has been argued that 
such states in transition are four times more 
likely to be involved in inter (and intra) state 
wars, mostly self-initiated.23 The reason is 
that politics and elections in new democra-
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cies, where liberal values and practices have 
not yet taken root, are marked by rampant 
nationalist and populist rivalry, leading to 
aggressive foreign policy.24 The wars of the 
Yugoslav succession are a quintessential 
example, but nowhere is this phenomenon 
more likely to occur than in the Middle East. 

Ethnic fissures, entrenched elites, decades 
of dictatorial repression and economic depri-
vation, religious passionate rivalry, and anti-
Israeli/Western fundamentalism all render 
“instant” democracy extremely dangerous 
and violence-prone. This is evident in Iraq, 
Lebanon, and the Palestinian Authority; and 
it probably will be evident in other countries 
where recent elections proved that the only 
viable alternative to existing autocracy is il-
liberal Islamism. “Allowing carefully moni-
tored, government-friendly Islamist parties 
into the political system hasn’t solved the 
problem either. [In neither Algeria nor Mo-
rocco] have these parties successfully dif-
fused the power of the underground move-
ments.”25 If a wave of truly democratic elec-
tions sweeps the Arab world, the United 
States should expect militant illiberal parties 
to gain power, leading not to peace but rather 
to increased confrontations within the Middle 
East and between it and the West. Moreover, 
blocking such elections might actually ben-
efit democracy in the long run, given that es-
sentially non-democratic movements cannot 
be trusted to respect democratic principles if 
they come to power.

The second reason for effectively aban-
doning the democracy agenda is the change 
in the “balance of power” between the Unit-
ed States and the Arab world. On the one 
hand, the United States has been weakened 
both by its debacle in Iraq and by the con-
tinuous (increasing?) impression that it is un-
willing to pressure Israel on the Palestinian 

issue. Beyond diluting American influence 
per se, both problems have damaged Ameri-
ca’s reputation to the degree that Arab liber-
als are actually tainted by their identification 
with the democracy agenda. On the other 
hand, at least the rich part of the Arab world 
has been strengthened by the “first law of 
petropolitics”: the price of oil and the pace 
of freedom always move in opposite direc-
tions.26 Petrodollars allow governments (not 
only Arab) to buy off dissent and lessen the 
need for coordination with the United States. 
Compounding the problem is the Iranian 
threat. No matter its future diplomatic twists 
and military turns, the confrontation with 
Iran will dominate the Middle East during 
the coming years. The United States needs 
the Arab world on its side, and is in no po-
sition to pressure friendly regimes, let alone 
push for democratic reforms that might actu-
ally strengthen Iran.  

Conclusion
Perhaps President Bush was correct when he 
declared that “in the long run stability can-
not be purchased at the expense of liberty.” 
In that case, the United States has effectively 
decided to prioritize its short term interests. 
American woes in Iraq, the rise of Islamism, 
and the looming conflict with Iran caused 
the United States to revert to traditional pro-
stability realism, though this will not be ad-
mitted publicly.

The administration is at fault for not hav-
ing thought through its forward strategy of 
freedom. True, the United States should have 
neither delayed elections in Iraq nor pres-
sured Siniora to keep Hizbollah out of his 
government. Both steps would have backfired 
by solidifying the impression of the United 
States as a puppet master. On the other hand, 
the United States should not have promised 
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to cease “excusing and accommodating the 
lack of freedom in the Middle East,” and then 
revert to “purchasing stability at the price of 
liberty.” This has greatly damaged both the 
American reputation and the viability of the 
democracy agenda. It would have been bet-
ter, given cultural-religious-social circum-
stances in the Middle East, to prioritize the 
slow track of building democracy bottom-up 
rather than rushing with public rhetoric that 
within thirty months proved empty. It should 
have been clear that given the abundance of 
vital interests in the Middle East, liberty can-
not be purchased at the price of immediate 
stability.

The next administration, especially if it 
is a Democratic one, will probably continue 
with the realist line. Promotion of democracy 
abroad will always be a formal and public 
goal of American foreign policy, because it 
lies at the heart of the American ethos. Fu-
ture administrations will probably also con-
tinue funding various programs that aim at 
deep and slow-track construction of liberal 
civil societies in the Arab world. A strong 
argument is being made that the best focus 
would be an economic one: developing trade 
and growth will over time create a strong 
middle class that will demand both democ-
racy and peace.27 Nevertheless, pushing for 
democracy on the fast track, at the risk of 
replacing relatively moderate and friendly 
regimes with militant ones, will not happen. 
Assuring a stable supply of energy, contain-
ing Iran, and fighting terrorism are much too 
important.

Israel should be relieved. Even if the Unit-
ed States and the West could have withstood 
years of democratic-Islamist turmoil in the 
Middle East for the sake of a brighter faraway 
future (which is doubtful), Israel would have 
paid the price given its location at the eye of 

the storm. The threat to Israel is immediate; 
democracy can wait. As long as liberals are 
not a viable option, cautious monarchies and 
autocracies led by sheiks or even by Asad are 
preferable to Muslim Brotherhood democ-
racies striving for an Islamist “New Middle 
East.”
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The Sub-Conventional Conflicts 
in Iraq and Afghanistan:
A Challenge in Search of a 

Realistic Response
Yoram Schweitzer

On October 13, 2007, General Ricardo Sanchez, who commanded 
the American forces in Iraq for three years, spoke to military corre-
spondents and said that based on events in Iraq to date, the only real-
istic option open to the United States is to find a way to avoid defeat.1 
His words reflect the pessimistic view prevalent in the United States 
today regarding the scope of the challenge posed by the insurgents to 
the international coalition forces in Iraq, and increasingly in Afghani-
stan as well, and the ability to devise an appropriate response.

After the decisive and relatively rapid 
victories in the conventional wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, whereby the 

leaders of the rogue regimes were booted 
out of power, the victors intended to bring 
about new regimes: stable and democratic, 
or at least ones that would cooperate with 
the West to prevent the spread of terrorism 
and non-conventional weapons from their 
regions. Contrary to plan, a short time after 
the end of the conventional battles, elements 
close to the leaders of the ousted regimes, 
aided by foreign supporters, started engag-
ing in sub-conventional warfare, compris-
ing armed uprisings, guerrilla tactics, and 
terrorism against the new regimes and their 
patrons. These conflicts have undermined 
the stability of the new regimes, and have 
spawned both a new breeding ground for 

terrorism within their borders and the threat 
of its future export.

Notwithstanding the similarities – espe-
cially tactical – between the two sub-conven-
tional conflicts, they are dissimilar arenas in 
terms of geography and topography, politi-
cal structure, and ethnic composition, as well 
as the geopolitical and historical significance 
for the parties involved. At the same time, 
there is an ongoing process of reciprocal 
learning going on: some of the rebel forces, 
particularly from the al-Qaeda camp and its 
affiliates, are active in both conflicts, and are 
slowly importing the Iraqi model of fighting 
into Afghanistan while adapting it to local 
conditions.

In both arenas the central, declared objec-
tive of the insurgents is to oust foreign forces. 
However, in actuality, while fighting the for-
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eigners – something that quite naturally has 
drawn the lion’s share of media attention 
– the insurgents are focusing their efforts on 
institutions and personnel within the new 
regimes in order to undermine their stability 
and ultimately wrest the power from them. 
To this end, the insurgents are pursuing ef-
fective and familiar battle strategies and 
modes of operation to hasten the achieve-
ment of their goals.

This article surveys the combat strategies 
used by the insurgents in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, and examines how the primary modes 
of operation chosen by them serve their ends. 
Furthermore, the article presents some in-
terim lessons that may be learned from these 
conflicts, and examines what realistically 
speaking the Western forces can still possibly 
achieve in these sub-conventional conflicts.

Insurgent Combat Strategy and 
Primary Modes of Operation
Given the built-in asymmetry between the in-
surgents in Iraq and Afghanistan on the one 
hand, and the international coalition forces 
and their local partners on the other hand, the 
local sub-state organizations have invested 
in terrorist and guerrilla warfare, historically 
the tool of the weak in struggles of this sort.2 
Although in such a conflict the asymmetry in 
military and technological power favors the 
foreign forces and their allies, the asymmetry 
in the absence of restraint and the resource 
of time favor the insurgents. While the for-
eign forces are committed to act according 
to norms of warfare accepted in democratic 
countries, the insurgents have no or very few 
limitations in carrying out indiscriminate at-
tacks with mass casualties against both for-
eign foes and locals. Not only do they not 
avoid harming the innocent in their attacks, 
they actually use the large number of civil-

ian casualties for propaganda and place the 
responsibility for the attacks at the doorstep 
of the foreign forces and their affiliates in the 
new regimes.

The battle strategies used by the insur-
gents are based on the concept of protracted 
war. The longer the conflict, the more it plays 
into their hands, and what develops is a war 
of attrition. They launch provocative attacks 
to create inter-ethnic conflict (particularly in 
Iraq), work to create increasing friction be-
tween the local populace and the foreigners, 
and amplify the alienation from and hate of 
foreigners in order to recruit new volunteers 
to their ranks. To this is added intensive psy-
chological warfare. Modes of operation and 
combat strategies, such as setting off pow-
erful improvised explosive devices (IED) of 
various sorts3 that cause thousands  of casu-
alties, ambushes, assassinations, sniper at-
tacks, and abductions are meant to intensify 
the sense of chaos and stress the hopeless-
ness of the political and defense policy of the 
foreigners and their local affiliates.

These modes of operation and particu-
larly the more dramatic among them such 
as suicide attacks are meant to inflict a high 
and mounting number of casualties, and as a 
direct result deflate the morale of the fighters 
and those who sent them. These in turn try 
as much as possible to reduce contact with 
locals, hunker down in their bases to protect 
themselves, and use aggressive means when 
they do go out on essential missions. Suicide 
attacks in cities gnaw away at the local peo-
ple’s sense of security and their belief in the 
ability of the new regime to rule and provide 
adequate protection and ensure normal life.

Iraq
The sub-conventional battle in Iraq is waged 
by different groups of insurgents, including:
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n	 Former leaders of the Baath regime
n	 Al-Qaeda in Iraq, formerly headed by 

the Jordanian Abu Musa al-Zarqawi until his 
death in early 2006, and now led by the Iraqi 
Abu Muhajer, though it is unclear whether 
he too has been eliminated
n	 Local salafi jihadists, affiliated with 

al-Qaeda from both Ansar al-Islam and An-
sar al-Sunna and others
n	 Shiites from Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mehdi 

Army who act primarily though not exclu-
sively against American targets
n	 Shiite elements using terrorism against 

Sunnis
n	 Criminal elements exploiting the lack 

of law and order who engage in terrorism as 
hired hands and as weapons and equipment 
suppliers, and participate in kidnappings 
alongside their regular for-profit criminal 
enterprises.

Although the insurgents are ostensibly 
united by a common objective that opposes 
the continued presence of foreign forces on 
their land, they have different priorities in 
terms of their own interests that shape the 
specific problem they present. Thus, for ex-
ample, former Baath party operatives carry 
out acts of terrorism against the foreign forc-
es but these are primarily meant to achieve 
their main goal, albeit indirectly: weakening 
the Shiite dominance in government and 
preventing its stabilization. In this manner, 
they hope to turn the clock back and resume 
leadership, or at the very least, to receive the 
biggest piece of the government pie.

	 Al-Qaeda, in contrast, has a number of 
objectives in its struggle in Iraq:
n	 Opening a new front against the “Jewish 

crusader” coalition: using the presence of the 
foreign forces in the heart of the Arab Levant, 
the place with the greatest historical signifi-
cance to Islam, as a pretext for reigniting a 

holy war against Western infiltration into the 
heart of the Muslim nation.
n	 Reinvigorating global jihad: the battle is 

meant to breathe new life into the global ji-
had after the blows inflicted on al-Qaeda and 
the Taliban in Afghanistan.
n	 Establishing “al-Qaeda Iraq”: as part of 

the move to close ranks and build region-
al partnerships among al-Qaeda support-
ers throughout the world, “al-Qaeda Iraq,” 
headed by al-Zarqawi and backed by Bin 
Laden, was established.4 This organization 
relies on al-Qaeda people who came to Iraq 
with the help of local partners-in-belief.
n	 Establishing an Islamic caliphate in Iraq: 

the openly declared objective of al-Qaeda is 
to establish an Islamic caliphate in Iraq or 
in parts thereof, and to seize control of the 
land. This is supposed to serve as a territorial 
base from which the organization will work 
toward spreading global jihad  to neighbor-
ing countries, overthrowing nearby “infidel” 
regimes, and supplanting them with Islamic 
regimes modeled on the Taliban, based on 
shari’a and run according to Islamic law.5 
n	 Increasing the pool of new volunteers to 

the worldwide organization and training new 
cadres: the battle waged by al-Qaeda in Iraq 
is meant to recruit new volunteers from the 
many volunteers in Iraq and beyond to the 
local jihad. New and skilled cadres will earn 
practical experience in terrorism and guer-
rilla warfare and serve as qualified reserves 
having the proper belief in global jihad to 
continue the struggle after the battle in Iraq 
is over, or even before it ends.
n	 Preventing Sunni regimes in Arab coun-

tries from falling into Shiite hands: al-Qaeda 
works intensively to prevent Shiite rule from 
becoming established in Iraq as it views Shi-
ites as infidels from within and a foe no less 
loathsome than foreign infidels. Therefore, a 
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significant part of the activity of the organi-
zation and its Iraqi affiliates is against Shiites. 
This hatred accounts for the murderous and 
indiscriminate attacks on Shiites. In addition 
to satisfying the desire for revenge against 
Shiites, these acts are meant to ignite a civil 
war as part of a clear design of destabilizing 
the regime and preventing Shiites from rul-
ing the country.

Because of recent American successes at 
gaining cooperation from Sunni tribal and 
clan leaders who have had their fill of al-
Qaeda activity, which has harmed them too, 
al-Qaeda operatives have begun to carry out 
attacks against adversaries from within the 
Sunni camp as well.6

Shiite insurgents do not represent a unit-
ed front. There are internal divisions and ri-
valries because of struggles for power and 
authority. The camp headed by Muqtada 
al-Sadr is active primarily against the Ameri-
cans, at times in cooperation with Iranian 
elements. Other Shiite elements are active 
primarily against Sunnis as a response to at-
tacks on Shiite populations and the bombing 
of the mosques in Karbala and Najaf consid-
ered holy by Shiites, but they also attack Sun-
nis as a step in ethnic cleansing and estab-
lishing an ethnic majority in central locations 
such as Baghdad.7

Suicide attacks have become the modus 
operandi most closely associated with the 
sub-conventional conflict in Iraq. In the last 
four years, Iraq has become the largest manu-
facturer of suicide attacks in the world. From 
2003 to the summer of 2007, there were some 
600 suicide attacks in Iraq.8 The number of 
actual suicide bombers is far higher than the 
number of attacks, as two or more bombers 
participated in many of the attacks. Despite 
the difficulty in identifying the suicide at-
tackers with absolute certainty, it is possible 

to assume that al-Qaeda Iraq and its affiliates 
Ansar al-Islam and Ansar al-Sunna head the 
list, based at least on who takes responsibil-
ity. It would seem that some of the suicide at-
tacks were carried out by Sunnis from within 
the Baathist ideologues. Shiite groups have, 
as far as we know, generally refrained from 
suicide attacks.9

Most of the suicide attacks in Iraq were 
perpetrated using vehicles (70 percent cars, 3 
percent trucks) laden with explosives, and 25 
percent using explosive belts or bags.10 The 
great majority of these attacks (81 percent) 
were located in selected regions such as al-
Anbar, Baghdad, Salah al-Din, and Diyala.11 
Despite the rhetoric accompanying suicide 
attacks that presents them as a tool intended 
to drive out foreigners, between 2003 and 
2006, 44 percent were directed at Iraqi secu-
rity forces, 23 percent against the local popu-
lation, and only 15 percent against foreign 
military powers.12 Indeed, suicide attacks in 
Iraq have caused many casualties, particu-
larly among Iraqi civilians. In general, the 
extremely high number of people killed in 
these attacks as compared, for example, with 
people killed in suicide attacks in Israel, may 
be explained by the following factors:
n	 Use of very large amounts of explo-

sives in every attack
n	 Use of standard (rather than the im-

provised)  explosives
n	 Use of additional materials, such as 

kerosene and chlorine, to enhance the effect 
of the explosion
n	 A lack of civilian defensive capabili-

ties, even at draft centers and police stations
n	 A lack of prior intelligence to foil the 

attacks
n	 A lack of adequate preemptive foiling 

capabilities to track down those who send 
the suicide attackers ahead of time.
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An additional tool used by various insur-
gent groups in Iraq to advance their goals 
is abductions. The number of Iraqi citizens 
kidnapped for ransom or kidnapped and 
murdered is not known, but based on vari-
ous sources the number stands at several 
thousand.13 However, it is the kidnappings 
of foreigners that have grabbed most of the 
headlines in the media. Here too there are 
contradictory numbers, but based on a report 
of the Office of Hostage Affairs (OHA) at the 
American State Department, since 2003 some 
919 foreigners from some forty-six countries 
have been abducted in Iraq.14

Abductions have been carried out by all 
groups discussed. Some were intended to 
raise ransom from foreign TV companies 
or business institutions, while others were 
meant to terrify foreign personnel from the 
UN or international aid groups and make 
them flee the country. The kidnapping phe-
nomenon has not kept foreigners away from 
Iraq, but it has lessened the attraction of Iraq 
to many and has served as a central means of 
instilling dread by global jihad elements.

Another central goal of abducting for-
eigners has been to wage psychological war 
against the coalition forces. At least some of 
the abductions by Hizbollah in Lebanon in 
1984-91 were meant to elicit concrete politi-
cal goals such as stopping countries’ support 
of Iraq in its war against Hizbollah’s patron, 
Iran, or extorting arms deals (such as the 
Iran-Contra affair). In Iraq, however, most 
abductions are meant primarily as propa-
ganda. Some of the victims are killed shortly 
after their abduction, without the kidnappers 
posing any realistic political demands of the 
victims’ countries. Often, the killing is done 
on camera by direct broadcast and dissemi-
nated through Islamic websites. Along with 
footage of suicide attacks, the videos have 

become a hit among adherents of global ji-
had, and also serve as recruitment tools for 
new volunteers. These videos from Iraq, like 
past videos of battles between jihadists and 
the Russians in Chechnya, have served as 
proof of the weakness of the Americans and 
their allies and of the jihadists’ power.

Afghanistan
Coming on the heels of the conventional war 
in Afghanistan that defeated al-Qaeda and 
the Taliban, the sub-conventional warfare 
has in the last few years been waged on the 
back burner, primarily because al-Qaeda and 
the Taliban went into hiding to regroup and 
prepare for renewed fighting. At the same 
time, the Taliban and al-Qaeda took excel-
lent advantage of Afghanistan’s particular 
terrain and operated primarily in outlying 
areas along the Afghani-Pakistani border, 
relying on local tribal support. In addition, 
they seem to have won the support of forc-
es from within the Pakistani establishment 
that founded the Taliban.15 Over the last two 
years, it appears that insurgent activity has 
entered into higher gear, and that the con-
frontation today is between them and the In-
ternational Security Assistance Forces. Paki-
stani military forces have strengthened the 
self-confidence of the Taliban and al-Qaeda 
in terms of their ability to handle their foes 
and even prevail against them using terror-
ism and guerrilla warfare.

Assassinations, ambushes, and mines, as 
well as sophisticated use of IEDs such as in 
Iraq, is costing the lives of many members of 
the local security forces and the ISAF.16 Sui-
cide attacks, most of which are carried out by 
the Taliban and al-Qaeda, have become the 
primary cause of casualties and, of course, 
the symbol of their struggle against the new 
regime and the foreigners.
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In all the years of war against the Soviets, 
there were no suicide attacks in the country. 
The first suicide attack was the assassination 
of Shah Massoud, a leader of the Northern 
Alliance, which was carried out two days 
before 9/11 by a team, sent by al-Qaeda, of 
suicide attackers posing as a film crew from 
a French television station. From 2001 until 
2005, there were only five suicide attacks 
in Afghanistan. The dramatic change took 
place in 2006, when the Taliban and al-Qa-
eda carried out 123 attacks. This trend con-
tinued into 2007; as of early October 2007, 
there were 105 suicide attacks this year. Most 
of the attacks in Afghanistan – 76 percent 
– were directed against government targets 
and foreigners.17 The suicide bombers were 
sent on their missions by the Taliban, al-Qa-
eda, and a local organization called Hizb I Is-
lami headed by Hekmatyar, a veteran of the 
fighters against the Soviets from the 1980s. 
It would seem that the suicide attacks in Af-
ghanistan expressed the decision of the Tal-
iban and al-Qaeda to incorporate this modus 
operandi into their struggle’s strategy, either 
because their military was in trouble or be-
cause of a desire to speed up the rate of their 
struggle and improve its efficiency.

However, suicide terrorism in Afghani-
stan does not enjoy the support of the local 
population (around 8 percent support), and 
to date, no hero worship of shahids has devel-
oped, as among Palestinians since the early 
1990s and throughout the intifada, or to some 
extent as in Iraq. Nonetheless, the cumula-
tive effect of the rising number of suicides is 
expressed in a growing anxiety on the part 
of the Afghani population and an undermin-
ing of their confidence in their government’s 
ability to protect the country’s citizens.18

From a comprehensive survey of journal-
istic sources, it would seem that the number 

of foreigners abducted in Afghanistan is al-
most identical to the number in Iraq. The 
kidnappings serve as a tool for the insurgents 
to undermine the public’s sense of security, 
damage the government’s authority, and de-
ter foreign aid elements from coming to the 
country. A primary objective of the kidnap-
pers also is to reap economic gains to finance 
their activities and even at times to line their 
own pockets. The abductions are meant to 
bring about the release of jailed comrades, 
though the Afghani regime has not shown 
an inclination to give in to demands. The 
kidnapping of twenty-three Korean mission-
aries that ended some two months ago is an 
example of a combination of these goals on 
the kidnappers’ part.

The first demand by the kidnappers was 
that the South Korean government with-
draw its forces from Afghanistan immedi-
ately. Given that even before the kidnapping 
the declared aim of the Koreans was to leave 
Afghanistan by the end of 2007, Seoul acqui-
esced. Then the kidnappers demanded that 
Seoul exert its influence to ensure the release 
of their jailed comrades. When this demand 
was not met by the Afghani regime, the kid-
nappers murdered two of the hostages. In 
the end, the kidnappers were, according to 
newspaper reports, satisfied with a ransom 
of $20 million.19 In addition, similar to Iraq, 
Afghanistan has an industry of civilian ab-
ductions, especially of wealthy merchants, 
for criminal ends. There has been a sharp 
increase in abductions by criminal elements 
of regular Afghanis for ransom, especially – 
but not only – of wealthy entrepreneurs and 
merchants.20 Apparently criminal elements 
and insurgents cooperate on abductions. 
It seems that the German engineer Rudolf 
Blechschmidt was kidnapped by criminals 
who handed him over to the Taliban.21
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Interim Lessons and Possible 
Achievements to Date
Beyond the fundamental question of whether 
a foreign force from a democratic country can 
win a clear and decisive victory in this kind 
of warfare without jeopardizing its basic val-
ues, it seems that in the current sub-conven-
tional wars underway in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, it will not be possible to achieve a clear 
and decisive victory over the insurgents. The 
reasons are varied, and include the lack of 
prior planning for the period after the con-
ventional war; limitations on the orders of 
battle allotted to missions and how they are 
used; impatience regarding the amount of 
time necessary for this type of warfare; and 
the lack of willingness to break the rules con-
straining forces from democratic countries 
in their war against insurgents who operate 
without limitations or restraints. Moreover, 
the insurgents enjoy the privilege of present-
ing the lack of a clear victory over their forces 
as their own victory or semblance thereof, 
without having to be accountable or pay a 
public price for the ratio between their own 
casualties and the casualties of their foes.

Familiarity with the insurgents’ battle 
strategies and with their modus operandi is 
a first condition of preparation for this type 
of warfare. Thus, it is crucial to train skilled 
personnel for this type of warfare; to prepare 
an appropriate combined system of intelli-
gence and deploy it on the ground as rapidly 
as possible in order to elicit operative and 
preemptive intelligence; and also to take the 
initiative against the enemy and avoid a situ-
ation of being perpetually on the defensive. 
Advance preparations will allow the foreign 
forces to know the needs of the local popu-
lation and help it. The foreign forces must 
understand this, because time is limited. It 
is necessary to take advantage of the initial 

shock and dependence quickly and inten-
sively in order to forge local supportive se-
curity forces, and to set up and to the extent 
possible adhere to a rapid schedule of trans-
ferring the security and civilian reins to lo-
cal allies. This will rob the insurgents of their 
main argument that they are forced to resort 
to terror as part of their resistance against oc-
cupation 

It is possible to assume that given the cur-
rent situation in Iraq, the coalition forces can 
try to achieve limited but realistic successes 
against their foes by isolating the insurgent 
groups, identifying the critical interests of 
each, and responding to them. It is possible to 
arrive at political arrangements with some of 
the insurgents, particularly the Baathists and 
Shiites, through coordination with the Iraqi 
regime while in parallel gradually pulling 
out a significant part of the military forces. 
An arrangement with Sunni Baathists must 
guarantee them a greater part in govern-
ment and its institutions. As for Shiite insur-
gents (Sadr and his followers), it is possible 
to achieve a ceasefire while involving them 
in the Shiite leadership and by ensuring the 
security of their ethnic group. The other in-
surgents, especially from the al-Qaeda camp 
and its affiliates, are not partners for dia-
logue, and no understandings or agreements 
can be arrived at with them. Therefore, it is 
necessary to try to defeat them through joint 
military actions focused on their strongholds, 
with the backing of local Sunnis. This type 
of activity is already bearing fruit and must 
continue until the entire battle is resolved.

It is necessary to remember that al-Qaeda 
is not the leading force in Iraq but is most 
certainly a prominent force when it comes 
to highly dramatic actions and propaganda 
that establish its reputation and its image 
of power as the group responsible for what 
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it terms the Western/American defeat in 
Iraq. The organization represents a danger 
because it is committed to continuing the 
spread of terrorism throughout the world as 
the war in Iraq ends, and therefore the pri-
mary realistic goal of the coalition headed by 
the United States is to prevent al-Qaeda from 
controlling any Iraqi soil and to prevent the 
establishment of even the smallest Islamic 
caliphate that would export terrorism to the 
rest of the world. As al-Qaeda is expected to 
export skilled, trained, and operationally ex-
perienced terrorists from Iraq, it is important 
to undertake an intelligence effort to track 
down and document the names of organiza-
tion activists who have fought in Iraq in or-
der to identify them before they arrive in the 
West to carry out their terrorist missions.

The sub-conventional war in Afghani-
stan, though it has persisted for longer than 
in Iraq, is at a different stage. The insurgents 
in Afghanistan are essentially Taliban and al-
Qaeda, and their clear goal is to restore the 
Taliban to power – an ambition that must be 
prevented. The key lies in strengthening Kar-
zai’s current regime and preventing the local 
population, especially in the central cities, 
from supporting the rebels. The primary way 
to achieve this is by expanding economic aid 
and by involving the local population in its 
own governance with a minimum of inter-
vention by foreign forces. Special rehabilita-
tion teams of the coalition forces are already 
deployed throughout Afghanistan to gain 
the support of the local population for the 
current regime and in particular to encour-
age their preference for Karzai’s government 
over a return of the Taliban.

The central security challenge in the cit-
ies is to stop the continuing wave of suicide 
attacks and prevent the establishment of a 
support system for them. In the outlying ar-

eas on the Pakistani border, there is an ongo-
ing confrontation with Taliban and al-Qaeda 
military forces. There, the cooperation of the 
Pakistanis with the coalition forces and the 
attempt to recruit local leaders, as was done 
in al-Anbar in Iraq, have a crucial function in 
the ability to fight the insurgents and prevent 
them from retaking control of the country. 
It would seem that Afghanistan is liable to 
tap more resources than have been given it 
to date. The challenge is to prevent a resur-
gence in al-Qaeda’s strength under Taliban 
sponsorship and the spread of murderous 
terrorism to the heart of the West from the 
same country that was home to the 9/11 ter-
rorists, who perpetrated the most serious ter-
rorist attacks in United States history.
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China’s Anti-Terrorism Policy
Yoram Evron 

As with many other countries, China changed its attitude to terror 
following the attack on the Twin Towers in September 2001. The term 
“terror” began to be used intensively in its declarations; its diplomatic 
agenda included international cooperation against terror; and it un-
dertook a variety of related actions on a multilateral, regional, and 
bilateral level. Since China’s principal anti-terror activity targets ex-
tremist Islamic organizations, its fight against terror may be a potential 
area of cooperation with Israel. However, in order to establish fruitful 
cooperation, Israel must understand that Beijing’s concept of terrorism 
derives from its own set of strategic interests and is not identical to that 
of other states.

China’s Local Terrorism Challenge
The main terrorism threat that China deals 
with comes from separatist groups belong-
ing to the Muslim Uighur minority, most of 
whom live in China’s western Xinjiang Prov-
ince. The Uighur, who number nine million, 
are ethnically, culturally, and historically dis-
tinct from the Chinese people. Their origins 
lie in the Turkish peoples to the west of Chi-
na, their language is closely related to Turk-
ish languages, their belief is based on Islam, 
and they practice exclusive customs.

Uighur terror is founded on the group’s 
claim to a separate state (which they call 
East Turkistan) or at the least, extensive au-
tonomous authority. Xinjiang Province is of-
ficially considered an autonomous region in 
which the Uighur are able to manage their 
lives according to their customs, study their 
language at schools, practice their religion 
and so forth. However this state of affairs is 
qualified by the regime’s claim that Xinjiang 
has been an integral part of China for two 

thousand years, and that it will remain so in 
the future.1

Aside from the historical link, Xinjiang 
Province is highly important to China: it 
serves as a strategic buffer separating China 
from its northwestern and western neighbors 
(Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and In-
dia), it has high concentrations of natural re-
sources (mainly oil and gas), and it contains 
strategic military facilities. Furthermore, the 
Chinese government is fearful that a more 
radical Uighur separatism might encourage 
separatist elements in Taiwan and Tibet. As a 
result, it has exercised a strong hand against 
any attempt to weaken its hold on the region 
by defining four Uighur organizations as ter-
ror organizations. Of these organizations, the 
Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM) 
– which the US government has also defined 
as a terrorist organization – recieves the most 
public attention.2
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The terrorist actions attributed to the Ui-
ghur began in the 1990s, when the Soviet 
Union’s collapse was followed by the estab-
lishment of several new states in the prox-
imity of Xinjiang that had ethnic-religious 
characteristics similar to that of the Uighur 
population. This change, plus a certain ex-
pectation on the part of the Uighur that the 
Soviet breakup would weaken Communist 
rule in China, sparked an eruption of Uighur 
nationalism. The awakening, which occurred 
not long after the Tiananmen riots of 1989, 
aroused fear in the Chinese regime, which 
has always named China’s political and so-
cial stability as one of its primary concerns.

What eventually followed was a se-
ries of terror attacks, mainly in Xinjiang 
and other Chinese cities as well, including 
Beijing. Based on official Chinese data, be-
tween 1990 and 2001, when most of the at-
tacks occurred, there were over 200 terror 
attacks, which claimed 162 lives with more 
than 440 injured.3 According to the Chinese, 
these attacks included planting bombs, as-
sassinations of government officials (mostly 
Muslims), poisonings, arson, and sabotage 
of government buildings. Furthermore, the 
Chinese accuse Uighur organizations of run-
ning training camps, fundraising, purchas-
ing and manufacturing arms, subversion, 
and organizing riots.4 

Without minimizing the problem, a sense 
of proportion is in order. First, the dimen-
sions of terror in China are relatively not 
large. Terrorist acts have accounted for an 
average yearly toll of fewer than twenty 
people killed, while the current decade has 
seen 2,500–3,200 people killed each year in 
natural disasters.5 Second, most of the ter-
ror on the part of Muslims in China was 
contained at the beginning of the decade, 
thanks to Beijing’s focused measures. On the 

one hand it exercised a strong hand, with ar-
rests and even executions of persons accused 
of involvement in terror. On the other hand 
there was extensive infrastructure build-
ing in the Xinjiang region (and in western 
China in general), while new opportunities 
in employment and education were created 
for residents along with intermittent easing 
of restrictions on local cultural and religious 
life.

The situation changed at the start of the 
current decade, and despite the curbing of 
terror within its boundaries, China began 
increasing its operational preparedness and 
developing new capabilities. Special units of 
the military and the Ministry of Public Secu-
rity now receive larger budgets and undergo 
extensive and sophisticated training; Chinese 
defense industries are developing advanced 
anti-terror equipment; China has initiated 
operational cooperation with foreign coun-
tries whereby Chinese forces are exposed to 
modern methods of operation and receive 
advanced training;6 efforts are invested in 
improving electronic intelligence; and there 
is greater protection of facilities and loca-
tions feared to be potential targets of terror-
ist attacks.7 

China’s Policy Post-9/11 
The attack on the Twin Towers changed Chi-
na’s attitude towards terror. Although the 
wave of attacks within the country’s borders 
was contained, the leadership chose to de-
fine terror as a new type of threat to national 
security and assign greater weight to this is-
sue. According to the official Chinese posi-
tion, post-September 2001 terror is a global 
phenomenon and one of the new elements 
threatening the international system. In a 
white paper of 2002, China argued that even 
though the world in general and East Asia in 
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particular has enjoyed relative stability since 
the end of the Cold War, many challenges re-
main that undermine stability and develop-
ment. It maintained that “terrorism, in par-
ticular, is posing a real threat to both global 
and regional security.”8 To a large measure 
this revised position stemmed from an al-
tered understanding of contemporary terror 
and the threats it entails.

Despite the multiplicity of issues that 
Chinese experts feel fuel today’s global ter-
ror (opposing globalization, preserving the 
environment, and so on),9 China’s focus is 
on Uighur terror and the extremist Islamic 
groups that assist it. As to advances in op-
erational tactics, technological progress has 
changed terrorism’s modus operandi. To-
day’s terror organizations are decentralized 
and smaller than in the past. They strive to 
execute high casualty attacks; employ non-
conventional tools such as chemical and bio-
logical weapons; and include in their targets 
nerve centers of modern society such as com-
munications centers, central databases, and 
financial institutions,10 i.e., those with great 
media potential. These are not merely theo-
retical forecasts; there are assessments that 
terrorists will try to attack key infrastructure 
projects in China, such as the Three Gorges 
Dam currently under construction, as well as 
Olympic sites.11 It is precisely these that are 
the source of Chinese apprehensions.

As far as can be assessed, Beijing gauges 
the terror threat not according to the num-
ber of potential casualties but according to 
the potential comprehensive damage to the 
country’s continued stability and develop-
ment. Despite China’s size and prosperity, 
the regime is extremely anxious as to the 
country’s internal cohesion. Accelerated eco-
nomic growth and social changes are creat-
ing huge gaps in income, leaving millions of 

people severely disadvantaged and sparking 
resentment and occasionally violence as well. 
Today internal order is maintained, but the 
regime fears violent events that could erupt 
in a particular section of the country, which 
would testify to the regime’s impotence, and 
spread to other areas of the country, as oc-
curred in the 1989 Tiananmen riots. Another 
scenario depicts acts of terror igniting bor-
der incidents or breaking out while China is 
involved in an international military crisis 
(against Taiwan, for example).12 

A different potential threat involves para-
lyzing the momentum of economic growth 
by hitting strategic infrastructure hubs, exe-
cuting high profile attacks with international 
repercussions, and launching attacks in re-
gions of economic potential. These types of 
attacks would damage the image of the Chi-
nese government’s stability and raise doubts 
among foreign investors over the advisability 
of investing in China. This is a fairly signifi-
cant threat because the high barriers to enter-
ing the Chinese market and the business risk 
it entails make the stability of the Chinese 
regime one of the primary factors that attract 
investors. If events occur in China that cast 
doubt as to the country’s continued political 
stability, investors’ considerations are liable 
to change.

And finally, as China increases its invest-
ments and presence in foreign countries, es-
pecially in developing countries in Asia and 
Africa, it becomes increasingly exposed to 
terror beyond its borders. For example, in 
April of this year Chinese workers in Ethiopia 
were attacked by a local organization oppos-
ing the local government and the presence of 
Chinese firms. In July, Chinese workers were 
attacked in Pakistan by Muslim extremists in 
revenge for the extradition of a Uighur lead-
er who had fled China for Pakistan.13
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These issues explains why China no lon-
ger views terror as a local concern, as it had 
until 2001, but sees it as a global problem. 
And thus since 2002 China has begun to em-
phasize the subject of terror in its official pol-
icy papers and within different frameworks 
of international cooperation. Immediately 
following the 9/11 attacks, China, along with 
the other members of the UN Security Coun-
cil, endorsed UN resolution 1373, which 
condemned terrorism and defined moves to 
be taken against it. This step did not hold a 
great deal of practical significance and Chi-
na would have been hard pressed to avoid 
it, but the fact is that Beijing refers to it fre-
quently.14 Furthermore, since 2002 China has 
begun to address the problem of terror in its 
official documents on a regular basis,15 and 
has even engaged in dialogue and anti-terror 
military exercises with other countries and 
various international organizations. China’s 
main dialogue partners on this issue are the 
US, Turkey, Germany, the ASEAN organiza-
tion, and associate member countries of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 
– Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyz-
stan, and Tajikistan. These countries, with 
the exception of the US, constitute the base of 
Uighur populations and/or organizations.

International Cooperation against 
Terrorism
Due to the potential terrorist threats to China 
and the perception of terror as a global prob-
lem, Beijing’s cooperation in this area with 
other countries is far from unusual. Still, the 
connection between the steps it is taking and 
the war on terror is not always clear; and in 
order to explain Beijing’s international coop-
eration, the measures that are directly aimed 
at terror must be distinguished from those 
with broader purposes.

China’s assump-
tion that terror 
groups within its 
territory are assisted 
by external agents16 
defines several of 
the objectives it 
strives to achieve via 
international coop-
eration. The first is 
blocking external as-
sistance to potential 
local terror elements, 
particularly Uighur 
groups. To this end 
China is engaged in military and intelligence 
cooperation with countries that house groups 
able to assist Uighur organizations, particu-
larly SCO countries and Pakistan.17 In addi-
tion, China maintains contacts with Western 
countries in which Uighur organizations op-
erate. As far as China is concerned, even if 
these organizations are not directly involved 
in terror, they are an important link in the Ui-
ghur struggle for separation. They could as-
sist militant organizations in China and more 
seriously, intensify international awareness 
and legitimization for the issue. China, al-
ready the object of international criticism 
over its treatment of minorities (particularly 
the Tibetan minority), is fearful of this. To 
preempt any aggravation of the problem, 
China is making an effort to promote its po-
sition on Uighur nationalism to the world by 
emphasizing the connection between Uighur 
organizations and known Islamic terror or-
ganizations. According to Chinese sources, 
Uighur organizations received financial as-
sistance and arms shipments from the Tal-
iban regime and from al-Qaeda; they trained 
at their bases; and, with their assistance, set 
up training bases and arms factories in Chi-
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nese territory.18 From this standpoint, the in-
clusion of the ETIM on the US list of terror 
organizations – though at the cost of China’s 
consent to the US army presence in Central 
Asia following 9/11 – was a notable success.

Another objective for China’s interna-
tional activity against terrorism is the drive 
to acquire knowledge and technology for 
the war against terror. In this context China 
has initiated cooperation not necessarily 
with countries where the Uighur operate, 
but with countries experienced in confront-
ing terror. Cooperation of this type might be 
relevant to Israel, but the prospects here are 
at best limited, because the cooperation per 
se is not centrally important as far as China 
is concerned. Rather, China is striving to de-
velop independent capability in the area of 
operational self-defense against terror.19 Fur-
thermore, cooperation between the two in it-
self incurs complex political implications. 

Of the broader objectives that China seeks 
to advance through its fight against terror, 
the preeminent one is improving China’s im-
age in the international community. The ac-
tive role China has taken upon itself in the 
international effort against terror casts it as 
a responsible country working to advance 
worldwide stability and peace. Thus China’s 
anti-terror activity joins the other steps it has 
taken (financial aid to countries, participa-
tion in the international peace force, multiple 
diplomatic visits) aimed at mitigating the 
“China threat” perceived in the international 
arena and advancing China’s integration into 
the international system.

An additional objective served by China’s 
fight against terror is strengthening its re-
gional influence and its struggle for change 
in the US-led international order. The war 
against terror allows China to intensify its 
military cooperation with countries in the 

region in a way perceived to be legitimate. 
Hence the joint maneuvers China conducts 
with Central Asian countries and with Rus-
sia, and the security dialogue it is engaged in 
with countries and organizations in East and 
Southeast Asia. Thus without arousing fears 
China is amplifying its military activity in 
the region and simultaneously increasing the 
transparency of its forces; this helps China 
ward off US criticism over the strengthening 
of its military.

Terrorism is also one of the issues that un-
derscore the common link between China’s 
outlook and the rest of the countries of the 
region, in contrast to the US stance. The US 
has a comprehensive and global outlook on 
terror while the countries of Southeast Asia, 
China included, adopt a more narrow ap-
proach that focuses on regional problems.20 
In addition, the war against terror serves 
China as a channel for casting criticism on the 
existing international order while proposing 
an alternative order. China highlights the po-
litical, economic, and social factors it claims 
are at the base of terror – even when not di-
rectly connected to potential Uighur terror 
– and points an accusing finger at the current 
international order that breeds those factors. 
Thus, for example, a discussion presented in 
China’s official daily argued that “although 
terrorism often excuses its existence based 
on the broadening gap between the rich and 
the poor, the reality is that the international 
political and economic arrangements that 
are in place are its fundamental reason.”21 
A similar idea appeared in a security policy 
document from 2002: “In the war against ter-
ror we must (also) deal…with its roots, and 
take comprehensive measures, especially for 
problems related to development, reducing 
north-south gaps, and ending regional con-
flicts.”22
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As for China’s suggestions for confront-
ing the problem of terror, here too there is 
latent criticism of the US: “The war against 
terror demands complete evidence…and 
agreement with the goals and principles of 
the UN Charter…and norms of international 
law. One must not make a connection be-
tween terror and a particular country or re-
ligion, or employ a double standard in the 
war against terror.”23 Thus China expresses 
its opposition to the unilateral US leadership 
of the international war against terror, while 
on the other hand expressing adherence to 
the UN. This does not necessarily advance 
the war against terror, but it does question 
the existing international order. Moreover, 
China’s warning against adopting a double 
standard is evidence of its concern that its 
fight against separatist movements – similar 
to the struggles of other countries – might 
exact criticism over the violation of human 
rights, in contrast with the US war against 
terror, in which all means are justified.24

This set of arguments is addressed par-
ticularly to developing countries, those that 
feel injured by the existing international 
order and are courted by China in order to 
counterbalance the US. Nevertheless, China 
is walking a tightrope, because at the same 
time it is cooperating with the US in the war 
against terror. This cooperation is inter alia 
aimed at winning Washington’s support for 
China’s war against Uighur separatism, and 
relaxing US criticism over the strengthening 
of the Chinese armed forces. Furthermore, 
Beijing stresses repeatedly that terror is not 
identifiable with any particular country or 
religion; this in order to avoid positioning 
itself in the American camp and harming its 
relations with various developing countries. 
Still, most of China’s actions against terror 
are directed against Islamic terror.

Implications for Israel 
China’s outlook on terror is fashioned by the 
country’s particular circumstances coupled 
with the regime’s objectives; these allow 
only a partial overlap with the outlook of 
other countries. Worthy of special emphasis 
is Beijing’s internal conflict over the idea of 
cooperating with Washington and, to a cer-
tain extent, also with Israel. In other words, 
China’s anti-terror policy attempts to balance 
closer ties to developing countries as it chal-
lenges the international order spearheaded 
by Washington with defense of its security, 
in part via cooperation with the US.

From this aspect, Israel is not an ideal 
partner for any sort of cooperation on terror-
ism with China, because its policy towards 
Palestinian terror is identified with the US 
and arouses sharp criticism in the Muslim 
world and elsewhere. Sensitive to this, China 
has adopted a stance on Israel’s fight against 
terror similar to that of Islamic countries. 
An article published by one of China’s po-
lice academies states that Israel is a country 
that permanently suffers from terror but “in 
fact is also a terrorist power.” The difference 
is that as far as Israel is concerned, “terror is 
employed as military strategy…and there-
fore has greater impact…and causes more 
casualties.”25

China is aware that Islamic countries 
would highly disapprove of close coopera-
tion in the area of terror between China and 
official Israeli bodies. Islamic countries have 
no complaints over Beijing’s ties with Jeru-
salem concerning any other area; however, 
close cooperation between the establish-
ments of those two countries against Islamic 
organizations would likely be perceived by 
Islamic countries as going too far and arouse 
strong anti-China criticism on their part. 
Therefore, as long as the terror threat to Chi-
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na is tolerable, the potential damage of Chi-
na-Israel cooperation outweighs its benefit. 
At the same time, it is possible that such co-
operation would also be counterproductive 
to Israel’s objectives, since it would likely 
find itself involved in a complicated internal 
Chinese issue. In addition, this could stimu-
late criticism from various Western bodies if 
the issue of Uighur separatism comes up on 
the agenda of human rights movements.

Nevertheless, if the threat of terror against 
China escalates in a real sense, either within 
its borders or beyond, China’s security con-
siderations may overcome its reservations. 
In that case, expanded cooperation between 
China and Israel may become possible, since 
professional organizations in China hold Is-
rael’s capability in this area in high regard. 
For example, an article published by a dif-
ferent police academy contains an analysis 
of the Israeli security forces’ organizational 
structure, their protection of the prime min-
ister, their methods of recruitment and train-
ing, their intelligence gathering, and so on. 
The article’s general attitude is that Israel 
possesses high professional capabilities in 
this area and that China should learn from 
them.26 As for Israel, it too would find it 
more comfortable assisting China if the ter-
ror threat to China intensifies, particularly if 
other world Islamic terror organizations are 
connected, since it would ease the problem 
of international legitimacy.

A different type of cooperation the two 
sides could pursue is the transfer of technol-
ogy. This would certainly help China, since 
it would not necessarily require contact with 
Israeli government bodies, especially if tech-
nology suppliers are not directly identifiable 
with Israel. Still, even this sort of cooperation 
has its limits, as witnessed by Israel’s failed 
attempt to play a part in securing the Beijing 

2008 Olympics. The main reason stems from 
the relatively small dimensions at this stage 
of the terror threat, along with the permanent 
principle that guides China in equipping its 
military and security system: to supply its 
own needs. Still, just as in inter-governmen-
tal cooperation, here too an increased terror 
threat would be expected to lower the barri-
ers Beijing constructs.

Another impediment to cooperation of 
this type is the set of US restrictions on Is-
raeli security exports to China. Following the 
crisis that erupted between Washington and 
Jerusalem in 2005 over Israel’s agreement 
to repair the Harpy UAVs it had sold China 
several years earlier, the US obliged Israel 
to establish a strict supervisory regimen for 
preventing defense exports to China. At the 
same time, Israel’s unilateral cancellation of 
defense-related deals increased China’s mis-
givings over signing further transactions with 
Israel. Nonetheless, it is possible that in the 
area of terror this is a relatively small problem 
since China’s anti-terror activity is supposed 
to be serving a global interest, and the US and 
China are already cooperating and engaged 
in a strategic dialogue in this area.

Finally, as far as cooperation between Is-
rael and China in the area of terror is con-
cerned, it is preferable for all parties in-
volved that it be done secretly. The attempt 
at defense trade between the two attests that 
China properly distinguishes between the 
official and pragmatic facets of policy, and 
is prepared to deviate from its declarations 
when doing so serves its best interests. Fur-
thermore, preserving secrecy would not only 
serve Beijing and Jerusalem, but also China’s 
Arab friends and primarily the US, which 
sometimes finds it easier to turn a blind eye 
to such things and whose reaction when they 
are disclosed is not always foreseeable.
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On Command, Authority, 
and Responsibility in the 
IDF
Yehuda Ben Meir
In an article published in the previous issue 
of Strategic Assessment (August 2007), Gabri-
el Siboni attacks and criticizes the Winograd 
Commission for its perception of authority 
of command in the IDF. The Winograd Com-
mission wrote that the ultimate loyalty of 
professionals is to their role and profession, 
and not to their superiors or to the organiza-
tion they serve. Moreover, if according to the 
professionals the organization or superiors 
act in a manner that is liable to cause actual 
damage, they must caution against this and 
not shirk from confronting them.

Siboni railed against this observation. He 
said that the Commission’s stand “is liable 
to harm significantly the ability of the IDF 
to function as an effective military organiza-
tion.” Siboni argues that “the chief of staff 
understood fully what the Commission did 
not” – namely, the total separation between 
engaging in deliberations within the army 
and the chief of staff’s duty to make deci-
sions and submit his decisions to the politi-
cal leadership while “assuming full respon-
sibility for that decision as commander of 
the armed forces.” Siboni fiercely objects to 
the Commission’s ruling, whereby loyalty 
of the armed forces is to the job and to the 
profession. He contends that the individual 
responsibility of all military personnel is to 
obey their commanders, and that this is a 
legal duty. Siboni believes that the Commis-
sion’s ruling – that when an officer or organi-
zation acts in a manner that to a professional 
soldier may be dangerous and constitutes 
actual and severe damage, the professional 

is duty bound to caution his superiors – is 
“astonishing!” and “will place the IDF in an 
intolerable situation.”

With all due respect, I feel that as far as 
relations between the political and civil-
ian leaderships are concerned, Siboni’s ap-
proach rests on a basic misconception of the 
military’s role in a democratic country, and 
that the Winograd Commission is, in fact, 
right. If there is any reason for astonishment 
it is actually with regard to some of Siboni’s 
statements.

First, his statement that military person-
nel are bound to their superior officers is fun-
damentally incorrect. On the national level – 
as opposed to the personal level – there is no 
place for commitment to any particular per-
son. It is only in the most authoritarian of re-
gimes that loyalty is pledged to a leader. The 
soldier and officer’s responsibility in the IDF 
is to the State of Israel and its laws. Based on 
this obligation only, every IDF soldier com-
mits “to obey all commands and instructions 
given by authorized commanders” – as Si-
boni cited from the IDF pledge of allegiance. 
The duty to obey one’s commanding officer 
exists because it is set out in law, but one’s 
obligation is to the rule of law, and loyalty is 
to the state.

The writer’s second error stems from his 
dubbing the chief of staff as commander of the 
armed forces, or as “commander of the IDF, 
who is given the authority to call all of the 
army’s resources into action.” This opinion is 
incorrect and is not written down anywhere. 
The basic law on the military clearly and pre-
cisely defines the status of the chief of staff. 
Had the legislation wished to make the chief 
of staff “commander of the armed forces” it 
would have done so explicitly. However, that 
is not what is stated. The law determines that 
“the supreme command level in the military 
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is the chief of staff.” The chief of staff is the 
most senior officer in the military and is the 
superior of all the officers in the military, but 
he is not the commander of the military. The 
chief of staff is part of the military, and the 
entire military – including the chief of staff 
– must answer to the government, which is 
the commander of the armed forces. The au-
thority to direct the armed forces does not lie 
with the chief of staff but with the minister 
of defense, who acts on the government’s be-
half. Only the minister of defense has the au-
thority to utilize all or part of the military’s 
resources as he sees fit, and on this basis he 
instructs and issues guidelines to the chief of 
staff.

Siboni’s major error is in his understand-
ing of the nature of the General Staff. Is it 
conceivable that the head of the Northern 
Command staff would assemble the staff in 
advance of a meeting with the OC (officer in 
command), hear the opinions of the staff of-
ficers, summarize the discussion by present-
ing his own position, which is fundamentally 
different from the position of all or some of 
the staff officers, and in a meeting with the 
OC present his position as “the staff posi-
tion”?  Is the staff head authorized to prohib-
it his officers from submitting their opinions 
or opinions that are different from his to the 
OC? Is there any OC, divisional commander, 
or corps commander who would accept such 
a situation?!

Siboni, it seems, believes that the General 
Staff is the chief of staff’s own staff – and this 
is not the case. The General Staff is the staff of 
the Government of Israel, which is the com-
mander of the armed forces. As his title im-
plies, the chief of staff is head of the General 
Staff, the staff designed to serve and be avail-
able to the government and to the minister of 
defense, who is responsible for the military 

on behalf of the government.
All members of the General Staff (in fact, 

this includes every soldier and officer) who 
take part in a working meeting with the min-
ister of defense or prime minister or in a gov-
ernment meeting, are duty bound to express 
their honest and true opinion on any subject 
that comes up for discussion. This duty has 
already been determined as a constitutional 
duty by the state commission of inquiry on 
Sabra and Shatila, headed by then president 
of the Supreme Court, Judge Yitzhak Ka-
han. The Kahan Commission arrived at se-
rious conclusions regarding Major General 
Yehoshua Sagi, then head of Military Intel-
ligence. However, this was not because he 
erred in his assessments. To the contrary, he 
was right in every one of them. This was be-
cause, as the Commission put it, he “stepped 
aside.” At a discussion held at the Ministry 
of Defense (note, not at the chief of staff’s 
office but at the minister of defense’s office, 
as the political authority) the head of Intel-
ligence expressed opinions and assessments 
that were fundamentally different from 
those of the chief of staff and the minister of 
defense. However, at the cabinet meeting, 
when the prime minister asked him to pres-
ent his opinion freely, he avoided the issue. 
The Commission determined that in so do-
ing, he violated his fundamental duty as an 
IDF officer.

I do not know if in fact Chief of Staff 
Dan Halutz forbade his officers to express 
an opinion that was different from his. If he 
did so, I believe that was a fundamentally il-
legal order and the members of the General 
Staff should not have obeyed it. In defense of 
Dan Halutz, whom I greatly admire, one can 
say that if he did so, his directive was based 
on an inaccurate understanding of his posi-
tion. This misunderstanding constitutes the 
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conceptual basis for Siboni’s article and his 
criticism of the Winograd Commission. And 
indeed, if such an order was issued, it consti-
tutes a serious act of insubordination.

A Response to Yehuda 
Ben Meir
Gabriel Siboni
The response of Yehuda Ben Meir to my ar-
ticle published in Strategic Assessment (Au-
gust 2007), which criticized the Winograd 
Commission’s perception of military com-
mand in the IDF, displays the uncertainty 
and confusion inherent in all that has to do 
with military command in general, and that 
of the IDF in particular. It would be a mis-
take to underestimate the importance of this 
issue to the ability of the IDF to function as 
an effective military body that will be able in 
times of need to discharge its tasks and real-
ize its purpose.

Yehuda Ben Meir chooses first to dis-
cuss the relationship between the civilian 
echelon and the military one, claiming that 
the “statement that military personnel are 
bound to their superior officers is fundamen-
tally incorrect.” Ben Meir goes even further 
by choosing to link the subject to “the most 
authoritarian of regimes [where] loyalty is 
pledged to a leader.” Discussion of these 
subjects requires a sense of proportion and 
basic common sense. Radicalizing the debate 
to the point of the absurd in order to make 
it easier to handle does not serve the reader 
well, and is liable to deepen the confusion. 
What exactly in my article makes it possible 
to conclude that obligation to a commander 
is similar to commitment to a leader of an au-
thoritarian regime? The foundation of a mili-

tary organization is the ability of command-
ers to demand that their subordinates carry 
out orders issued to them. This authority is 
given to IDF commanders by law, and there 
is no place for sophistry or fudging on this 
point. My main claim is that the obligation to 
obey orders is a supreme duty.

Yehuda Ben Meir’s second claim con-
cerns his understanding of the role of the 
chief of staff. The law determines that the 
chief of staff is the highest command echelon 
in the army. The meaning of this law is that 
the chief of staff is the commander of all IDF 
officers and soldiers, and has the authority 
to issue them orders. In addition, the signifi-
cance of this is that there is no source out-
side of the IDF that has the authority to issue 
orders to IDF soldiers. I do not understand 
why Ben Meir chooses to argue the claim 
that the army is subordinate to the authority 
of the government. Nowhere have I written 
anything to the contrary, and that is the le-
gal situation in Israel. However, one cannot 
ignore the fact that the civilian echelon (the 
government and the minister of defense) di-
rects the army via the chief of staff. There is 
no civilian agent anywhere that has the au-
thority to issue orders to any one of the com-
manders of the IDF. The chief of staff receives 
instructions from the civilian echelon, and 
his job is to use the resources of the army in 
such a way as to fulfill these instructions. It 
is unclear to me what argument Yehuda Ben 
Meir is trying to manufacture here.

Ben Meir complains about my concep-
tion of the fundamental nature of the Gen-
eral Staff. First of all, in terms of command 
the General Staff by law is subordinate to the 
chief of staff. There is not one commander on 
the General Staff who would claim that he is 
subordinate in terms of command to the Gov-
ernment of Israel. The government does not 
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issue orders directly to the commander of 
the air force, to regional commanders, or to 
any other officer on the General Staff. True, 
the General Staff is a professional body that 
also serves the government, and that is as it 
should be. However, this situation is a far cry 
from one in which the government or one of 
its members has command authority over 
IDF officers. The government has no authority 
to command IDF officers.

Furthermore, the example brought by 
Ben Meir is confusing. The analogy between 
the OC Northern Command and the chief of 
staff is an erroneous one. The chief of staff 
is not the chief of the IDF staff. The chief of 
staff is the highest command echelon in the 
IDF and has supreme authority in the IDF. 
By contrast, the head of a regional command 
staff has no command authority over the 
command’s staff officers, who are subordi-
nate to the OC of the regional command. The 
General Staff counterpart of the head of a re-
gional command staff would be the deputy 
chief of staff, who serves also as the chief of 
the IDF staff. This arrangement was put in 
place as Dan Halutz began his term as chief of 
staff, and was recently reaffirmed by the cur-
rent chief of staff. According to this arrange-
ment, the deputy chief of staff is the chief of 
the IDF staff. Therefore, the example used by 
Ben Meir is not relevant to the discussion. 
And to complete the picture, I should note 
that the OC of a regional command is indeed 
allowed to ban officers on his staff from ex-
pressing objections to his stance during dis-
cussions with the chief of staff, because he is 
the highest figure in the regional command 
and bears the ultimate responsibility. This 
banning is within the full legal authority of 
the commander, although the routine use of 
this power is frowned upon.

As for the conclusions of the Kahan Com-
mission regarding then head of Military In-
telligence, Major General Yehoshua Sagi, it is 
necessary to remember that the status of the 
head of Military Intelligence is unique. The 
head of Military Intelligence bears several 
functions, including the government’s chief 
intelligence officer and the chief intelligence 
officer of the IDF. Much has been written 
about the problematics of this situation, and 
this is beyond the scope of this discussion. 
However, nowhere in my article did I write 
that IDF officers are not allowed to express 
their opinions in government discussions, 
though this must be done with the express 
permission of the chief of staff. When such 
permission is withheld, the proper recourse 
for a staff officer is to resign from his post im-
mediately, and present his opposing stance. 
My central claim in the article was that the 
rulings of the Winograd Commission on this 
question are liable to set an unacceptable 
norm in the IDF that will undermine the au-
thority of IDF commanders.

And finally, a note on the proper use of 
language and concepts. Ben Meir writes 
that Lieutenant General Dan Halutz’s order 
(if ever given) to IDF officers not to express 
their opinions before the government was 
“fundamentally illegal.” This is a sweep-
ing assertion, bordering on exaggeration. It 
is proper to choose one’s words with care 
and use them with precision. At most, Ben 
Meir can claim that the order was unlawful 
(though he would be hard pressed to prove 
this). And even if it were unlawful, the obliga-
tion to obey stands even with regard to unlawful 
orders. The obligation to refuse refers only to 
patently unlawful orders, orders that fly the 
black flag of immorality. It seems that that 
was not so for the case under discussion.
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