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Volume 8, No. 3 • November  2005 This issue of Strategic Assessment con-
tains two sections. The first opens 
with a strategic overview by Maj. 
Gen. Aharon Ze'evi (Farkash), which 
examines three principal factors that 
shape the region and Israel's strategic 
environment: the United States' Mid-
dle East policy; internal forces within 
Arab countries; and global jihad. In 
Farkash's view, Israel is now in a com-
fortable strategic position that offers 
the decision-making echelon room to 
progress along political tracks.

The following two articles relate 
to Iran. Yiftah Shapir surveys the Ira-
nian satellite program, particularly 
in light of Iran's successful satellite 
launch in late October. Shapir shows, 
however, that notwithstanding inten-
sive efforts and investment, Iran has 
not succeeded in making significant 
progress in its space capability. In the 
third article, Drs. Emily Landau and 
Ephraim Asculai analyze the progress 
that Iran has made on its nuclear pro-
gram, even over the years that it con-
ducted (and at times suspended) ne-
gotiations with the EU-3. The authors 
demonstrate that Iran has success-
fully treaded a fine line and sustains 
a diplomatic front even as it pursues 
its nuclear ambitions against the will 
of the Western world. 

The fourth article, by Imri Tov, 
reviews the annual debate between 
the finance and defense ministries 
over the defense budget. Tov argues 
that given the different priorities and 
planning methods of the two minis-
tries, it is important to define ways 
whereby defense spending can be 

made more efficient and channeled 
to other national interests, so that de-
fense spending becomes an economic 
growth engine.

The second part of this issue is de-
voted to post-disengagement issues. 
With the hindsight of the first three 
months, six articles consider domes-
tic, economic, military-strategic, and 
political aspects of the disengagement 
and the period immediately follow-
ing. Meir Elran and Dr. Yehuda Ben 
Meir review selected domestic effects 
of the disengagement, questioning 
how traumatic the event was, and for 
whom. Imri Tov comments on why 
the costs of the disengagement far ex-
ceeded the projected costs, and claims 
that any effect on the Israeli economy 
is a function of the political situation, 
rather than the disengagement itself. 
Hirsh Goodman reviews Israel's me-
dia policy during the disengagement, 
suggesting that the openness to the 
media represents a welcome change 
in the IDF's media policy. 

Turning to non-domestic issues, 
Moshe Sharvit discusses what chang-
es, if any, occurred in the strategic-
military balance with the Palestinians 
as a result of the disengagement. In 
the final article, Ayellet Yehiav stud-
ies Egypt's new responsibility along 
the Philadelphi route and the impli-
cations for its greater regional role. 

This special supplement offers 
insights on the events that gripped 
Israel this past summer, suggest-
ing where and how Israel might go 
forward.
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Israel and the Middle East, 2005:
A Strategic Overview

Aharon Ze'evi (Farkash)

Let me begin by underlining the intellectual humility necessary when attempting to 
analyze enemies and adversaries in times of uncertainty, such as today. I say this 
neither out of lip service to a slogan nor as a platitude for the record, rather because 

I believe it is true. Our world is not a traditional world like the one in which we lived 
during the “second wave” era. It is characterized by ups and downs and far-reaching 
changes. We must therefore be modest enough to appreciate the difficulties involved in 
gathering information, making assessments, and understanding the complex and inte-
grated processes that impact on us.

When discussing the state of the nation, it is my belief that Israel is now facing three 
strategic challenges – security, the economy, and national identity. I am relieved that 
it is my job to deal only with Israel’s adversaries and enemies, and not the latter two 
challenges. I think that today, security is the least challenging threat facing the State of 
Israel, especially after the events surrounding the implementation of the disengagement 
plan, which was a challenge that required the utmost of us all.

Principal Formative 
Influences
Let me identify three principal influ-
ences that currently affect develop-
ments in the region and shape both 
our current strategic environment 
and unfolding strategic issues. These 
influences are:
n	United States policy. Note that 

since November 2004, when Presi-

dent Bush was reelected, the region 
has witnessed great changes, not all 
of which have been acknowledged.
n	Internal forces within Arab 

countries
n	Global jihad
The first influence shaping Israel’s 

strategic environment is United States 
policy and the ongoing American pres-
ence in the Middle East. The Ameri-
can presence is a factor that leaders 
of the region can no longer ignore. If 
some regional leaders had hopes that 
presidential elections would retire 

the administration in November 2004 
and the American presence would 
be cut short, this has not happened. 
The leaders of the region have come 
to understand that the United States, 
a new neighbor in the Middle East, is 
here to stay. While we can predict nei-
ther the length nor the scope of this 
presence, the fact that America is here 
and is a neighbor of Iran, Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, and Turkey is clear to all. The 
United States sees its policy as a force 
spawning sweeping, generations-long 
changes that are already underway. In 

*	 Chief of Defense Intelligence. The ar-
ticle is based on a lecture at the JCSS 
Yariv Memorial Conference on the State 
of the Nation in September 2005.
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the eyes of the current administration 
in the United States, democracy in the 
Middle East will result in a better and 
safer America. While this argument is 
debatable, it is the main claim of the 
current American administration. 

The second major factor shaping 
Israel’s security environment is the 
internal forces at play within the Arab 
countries. Due precisely to leaders’ 
internalization of the American pres-
ence in the region, the last half year 
has witnessed the rise of strong inter-
nal forces within Arab states. The pub-
lic, the media, the weakness of ruling 
regimes, and serious problems in the 
economy are the factors that brought 
about the changes. The leading issue 
on the agenda is a world view that 
holds al-wataniya (nationalism – from 
watan, meaning national homeland) 
above all else. The interest of the na-
tion now takes precedence over inter-
ests of pan-Arabism, the Arab world, 
and the Arab League.

Urdun awalan (“Jordan first”) is 
the initiative of King Abdullah, based 
on his understanding of the threat 
involved with the Israeli disengage-
ment plan. The same is true of the 

call of Lubnan l’lubnani-in (“Lebanon 
for the Lebanese”). And there is no 
need even to mention the elections 
in Egypt. We have not seen such phe-
nomena in the past, and they signify a 
turn inward. Foremost on the agenda 
is safeguarding the national home-
land and promoting the necessary 
changes. A posturing of this sort has 
never before existed so clearly in the 
Arab world.

The nature of self-criticism has 
also changed over the past year. If 
in the past, after March 2003, these 
countries denied their problems, de-
nied their responsibility for terrorism 
and decline, and presented the Arab 
and Muslim world as a victim, other 
explanations have now emerged. The 
ills of the Arab world are slowly be-
coming the focus of public discussion. 
For example, al-Hayat editor Ghassan 
Shirbel wrote the following in a May 
2005 editorial: “Change is knock-
ing at the door of the Arab and his 
homeland, but he is hesitant to open 
it. This is a period of difficult adapta-
tion, the success of which depends on 
accepting the principle of change and 
the willingness to make well–timed, 
painful decisions demanding a com-
bination of courage and wisdom.”

This public awakening has not 
been characterized by self-criticism 
alone, and extends to the Palestinian 
issue. If the Palestinians were once 
portrayed as the victims and Arafat 
was heralded as an Arab symbol and 
leader committed to lead his people, 
the Palestinian issue has now been 
relegated to a secondary role. Other 
voices are sounded that reflect in-

creasing doubt about the effectiveness 
of resistance. Debates within Hamas 
and Islamic Jihad currently include 
the speculation that perhaps their fu-
ture lies in the political system, and 
that they may therefore also need, for 
the moment, to give up firing Qassam 
rockets and pursuing active resis-
tance. Also in a unique position today 
is Hizbollah in Lebanon, which un-
derstands that its existence is guaran-
teed if it is enmeshed in the political 
system in Lebanon, where the group 
has two Shiite government ministers 
in its service.

Attitudes towards the United 
States and Israel are also currently 
changing and assuming a less promi-
nent position. Until 2004, the United 
States was depicted as acting in the 
service of Israel. It was identified as an 
imperialistic, alienated, and destruc-
tive force. While this portrait has not 
changed, some voices are now say-
ing that there is a need to address the 
challenge posed by the United States. 
To this end, people are undertaking 
multi-dimensional assessments of 
the American presence in the region. 
Signs of change are finding expres-
sion in acknowledgment of American 
power and the need to deal with it as 
an inevitable feature of the current 
political state of affairs, including in 
domestic issues.

Global jihad, the third force shap-
ing Israel’s strategic environment, is 
currently evolving and assuming new 
dimensions. The military intelligence 
prism yields a new intelligence as-
sessment regarding Qaedat al-Jihad, 
which is al-Qaeda’s real name. The 

The confrontation 
with Israel is 
of particular 
importance to al-
Qaeda, for both 
theological and 
strategic reasons.
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Egyptian Jihad, led by Ayman al-Za-
wahiri, merged with al-Qaeda in Jan-
uary 2001, nine months prior to the 
September 11 terrorist attacks in the 
United States. The new organization 
was called Qaedat al-Jihad, and Ay-
man al-Zawahiri is the organization’s 
number two man. Some say that he 
serves as the ideologue and the mili-
tary-operational commander of the 
group. In this context, it is important 
to point out a few basic principles, as 
well as the changes that have direct 
implications for Israel that we believe 
are taking place within the organiza-
tion.

The strategy of al-Qaeda has shift-
ed due to defeats the organization has 
suffered since September 11, 2001, 
when international security and intel-
ligence forces began pursuing them 
in earnest. Against the background of 
the attacks in Beslan (Russia), Spain, 
Turkey, and more recently, in Egypt, 
the heart of the Arab world, Jordan, 
and even Syria, more countries have 
internalized the need to fight interna-
tional terrorism. This growing under-
standing among governments around 
the world has also increased pressure 
on al-Qaeda.

I will be cautious with my words 
about al-Qaeda, as Israel's intelligence 
capability regarding al-Qaeda is not 
on the same level as its capabilities 

regarding the Palestinian Authority 
or Hizbollah. Therefore, I want to em-
phasize that the ideas presented here 
for the first time are tentative specula-
tions and are not established beyond 
reproof. Al-Qaeda’s strategy, as we 
have come to understand it over the 
past few weeks and months, divides 
its struggle into three realms: the 
West, the Arab world, and al-Sham 
and Egypt. The West and the Arab 
regimes, including the Palestinian 
Authority and Israel, are defined as 
enemies. This does not stem from the 
behavior of these entities, but rather 
from their fundamental nature. Egypt 
has ties with “the great Satan” (the 
United States), as does Saudi Arabia. 
For this reason, al-Qaeda sees jihad 
within these countries as legitimate. 
Syria, it feels, may change course 
and as a result Basher al-Asad should 
take heed not to abandon the jihad. 
Arab Islam is the heart of Islam both 
ideologically and geographically. Ac-
cording to al-Qaeda, action must be 
taken to topple Arab regimes that do 
not understand the religious core of 
Islam. The Arab regimes of the weak-
ened Arab world must be expelled, 
and al-Qaeda is a dynamic force that 
advances this objective.

Today there is at least one known 
group, named Junud al-Sham (the 
soldiers of al-Sham), that is actually 

al-Qaeda in Syria. Two additional 
groups linked to al-Qaeda are trans-
national groups. One is located at 
Jabal Hilal, in the center of the Sinai 
Peninsula, and consists of Egyptian 
Jihad soldiers, and the other group 
is known as the Egyptian Unity and 
Jihad. There is also Abu Musa Zar-
qawi’s group that operates in Jordan 
and is al-Qaeda's representative in the 
land of the Tigris and Euphrates.

According to al-Qaeda, action 
must be taken simultaneously against 
the Arab world – to bring about the 
change of regimes – and against the 
West. For this reason, attacks will con-
tinue to occur in the Arab world as 
well as outside of it, in Spain, London, 
and Turkey. Today, the Arab world is 
a target for terrorism. Israel is located 
in the center of the Islamic world in 
which the caliphate should be estab-
lished. The struggle in Iraq and the 
ejection of the Americans is merely 
a preparatory stage for the establish-
ment of the caliphate. The confronta-
tion with Israel, however, is of partic-
ular importance to al-Qaeda, for both 
theological and strategic reasons. 

Those following the region dur-
ing the past year, therefore, have seen 
al-Qaeda move increasingly closer to 
Israel. Intelligence sources that have 
not yet been fully authenticated tell 
us that a number of al-Qaeda opera-
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tives crossed the border from Egypt 
into the Gaza Strip when the Philadel-
phi route was breached. If this is true, 
this would provide defiant elements 
in Hamas and even al-Aqsa Brigades 
with the ability to take refuge in the 
warm embrace of al-Qaeda. This has 

not happened so far because the Pal-
estinian Authority has understood 
that a connection with al-Qaeda could 
inflict great damage on Palestinian in-
terests. Al-Qaeda’s struggle will not 
end with the ejection of American 
forces from the region, but rather only 
after a proper Islamic regime is estab-
lished on the ruins of Israel and the 
current Arab regimes. After achiev-
ing this goal, al-Qaeda efforts will be 
directed outward to face the great Sa-
tan. This strategic approach was not 
known until now. Israel was never the 
focus of al-Qaeda strategy, and I am 
not certain that Israel will become the 
focus. However, we now undoubt-
edly face a growing, significant chal-
lenge by al-Qaeda.

The radical elements are pursued 
in earnest, but they will not give up. 
The situation is similar in Hizbollah, 
Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and al-Qaeda. 
They will find alternative new ways 

to face the challenge that they per-
ceive before them.

A fourth factor I regard as a pri-
mary force shaping Israel’s strategic 
environment is Israeli policy. Without 
delving into this subject, let me sug-
gest that in my reading of the overall 
strategic picture, the more time passes, 
the more Israel will be forced to take 
unilateral steps to assume responsi-
bility for its future and its existence.

From Change to 
Transformation in the Middle 
East
To summarize the main thrust of all 
these developments, I would say that 
the Middle East has moved from a pro-
cess of change to a process of transfor-
mation. Transformation comes from 
within, and we can see it, for instance, 
in Lebanon. Lebanon was influenced 
by UN resolutions 1559 and 1614, as 
well as by international pressure and 
the investigation of Hariri’s assassi-
nation. However, the bottom line is 
that the process in Lebanon has been 
a genuine transformation because it 
has come from within, from inside 
the country itself. It appears that the 
transformation in Egypt has also been 
emerging from within. Out of 3,000 
judges in Egypt, 1,000 were not will-
ing to supervise the referendum held 
a few months ago on the amendment 
to section 76 of the Egyptian constitu-
tion. The reason for their refusal was 
that they were not willing to play a 
role in supporting corruption.

We must differentiate between 
democracy and processes of democ-
ratization. In my mind, there is still 

no democracy in the Middle East, 
but there has been a different use of 
the democratization process aimed at 
bringing about profound change. This 
is what occurred in Lebanon, and this 
is what is underway in Egypt and the 
Palestinian Authority. Palestinian Au-
thority president Abu Mazen appears 
to be the first leader in the Arab world 
to be elected by a 63 percent majority 
and not the customary 99.9 percent 
majority. The results of the Egyptian 
elections in which Mubarak was re-
elected after twenty-four years in 
power are also of interest. This move 
from change to processes of transfor-
mation has profoundly influenced the 
important forces shaping the region. 
In 2004 the primary force was Ameri-
can policy. American policy is still a 
major force in 2005, but now internal 
forces are also dominant.

In response to attacks during one 
of his lectures on the American failure 
in Iraq, Fouad Ajami said: "Mr. Bush 
may not be given to excessive philo-

sophical sophistication, but the revo-
lutionary message he brought forth 
was the simple belief that there was 
no Arab and Muslim 'exceptionalism' 
to the appeal of liberty. For a people 
mired in historical pessimism, the 
message of this outsider [Bush] was 
a powerful antidote to the culture of 
tyranny."

The more time passes, 
the more Israel will 
be forced to take 
unilateral steps to 
assume responsibility 
for its future.

The Middle East is a 
social and economic 
time bomb.
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To the trends discussed let me add 
a number of evolutionary processes 
pertinent to the region. 
n	There is no military coalition 

against Israel.
n	The threat of the weapons 

buildup is expanding and is cause for 
concern. I call it “from the Qassam 
to the Shehab III” – from the rocket-
based threat in the Gaza Strip (which 
I hope we will succeed in blocking 
from emerging in Judea and Samaria) 
to the rockets of Hizbollah to the She-
hab III missiles in Iran.
n	The Middle East is a social and 

economic time bomb. Each year, the 
Middle East labor market increases by 
more than 3 percent, more than any 
other region in the world. This means 
that more than 3 million people over 
the age of nineteen will join the work 
force each year after 2005: approxi-
mately one million people in Egypt, 
about 800,000 in Iran, and about 
300,000 in Syria. Assessing these fig-
ures in context of the dysfunctional 
regimes ruling the countries in ques-
tion, the conclusion must be that a 
social, economic, and possibly even 
religious time bomb is forming in the 
region.
n	Changes in the region are evo-

lutionary, not revolutionary, and re-
quire time and patience to understand 
and address.
n	There are increasing challenges 

to the stability of Arab regimes (Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, Syria, Pakistan, etc.). 

Risks and Opportunities for 
Israel
The attempt to synthesize the intelli-

gence ramifications for Israel, after as-
sessing the balance of threats and risks 
on the one hand and opportunities on 
the other hand, suggests that the con-
temporary strategic environment in 
the region is increasingly comfortable 
for Israel. As chief of Defense Intelli-
gence, it seems to me that it is the de-
cision-makers who must take advan-
tage of the positive processes we are 
witnessing, whose strength exceeds 
the power of the negative processes 
also currently underway. If they take 
advantage of these processes effec-
tively, we are likely to see positive 
results. If they do not, the opposite is 
liable to occur.

The first trend concerns the 
strengthening of the Arab nation 
states: the respective national inter-
ests of the Arab states are increasing, 
and the burden of Arab collective 
responsibility is weakening. There are 
direct channels that can be developed 
with Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and 
so forth. At the moment, Lebanon is 
not obligated to abide by decisions of 
the Arab League, which is growing 
increasingly weaker. We have seen 
Qaddafi make decisions indepen-
dently, and the same has been true in 
other places. Al-Wataniya – national-
ism – occupies the citizens of Leba-
non, Syria, and other Arab countries 
more than events occurring outside 
their borders. 

Second, the bloc in the north – Leb-
anon, Hizbollah, and Syria – is dis-
integrating. Syria has lost Lebanon. 
This is important from our perspec-
tive because it means that an inde-
pendent Lebanese interest is emerg-

ing in many areas, including politics, 
the economy, and policy. The same is 
true in Syria. Hizbollah is a player in 
the game, and therefore at this point 
it must exercise greater restraint. In-

deed, Hizbollah is facing hard times 
as a military organization and as a 
fighting jihad organization. It is ob-
ligated to honor decisions stemming 
from the domestic Lebanese arena, to 
which the organization must answer, 
and therefore it must now decide if it 
wants to be a political party (hizb) or 
the party of Allah (hizb Allah). This is 
the third process underway.

The fourth process concerns the 
changing nature of terrorism. The 
terrorist threat is now pursued more 
intensively and has changed in char-
acter. This is the case with regard to 
al-Qaeda, Hizbollah, Hamas, and Is-
lamic Jihad. At the same time, over 
the past two years we have witnessed 
the exercise of restraint by Hizbollah, 
Hamas, and Islamic Jihad in terms of 
its terrorism. My assessment is that 
Hamas is currently at one of its low-
est points ever in terms of operational 
capacity, though not in terms of moti-
vation. Similarly, this does not mean 
that it is unable to carry out an attack 
when it decides to do so.

The contemporary 
strategic environment 
in the region 
is increasingly 
comfortable for Israel.
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Fifth, continued pressure on Iran 
regarding its nuclear program has 
succeeded in delaying it for at least 
two years. Still, this issue must also 
be viewed from the complementary 
perspective; that is, pressure has not 
brought the program to a halt. None-
theless, the efforts have provided 
some success, and have proven that 
such political measures can bring 
about change. A similar change also 
appears to be emerging in North Ko-
rea.

The sixth process, progress in de-
mocratization in the region, has a 
positive and negative side. Here, I am 
referring to its positive side. With re-
gard to the dangers involved in this 
process, we must be especially sensi-
tive, and in light of the strength of the 
United States and its friendship with 
Israel, we should be wary of a change 
in direction in the future. We must 
therefore recognize Europe's impor-
tance and the importance of other al-
lies to Israel.

Against the positive trends, the 
risks and dangers must also be iden-
tified. For one, the terrorist organi-

The Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies 
expresses its deep gratitude to

Martin J. Whitman (New York)

for the support he provided to the Center’s Outreach Program,
in the framework of which Strategic Assessment is published.

zations still possess the power of 
deterrence, despite the fact that they 
are pursued and are currently under 
pressure. The elements responsible at 
the moment for calm between Israel 
and the Palestinians  are the IDF, the 
Israeli security apparatus, the General 
Security Services, and Hamas. I would 
like to make clear that no security 
body within the Palestinian Authori-
ty is playing a part in maintaining the 
calm. This includes Abu Mazen. The 
preservation of calm has been an in-
dependent decision of Hamas, which 
is the force with influence. The down-
side of this situation is that it will be 
able to reactivate the violence when 
it decides to do so. So too with Hiz-
bollah and global jihad organizations. 
They still retain deterrent power and 
operational terror abilities. 

Second is the threat of shockwaves 
in the countries with treaties with Is-
rael. We must be cautious and note 
the threat that Jordan perceives in the 
security fence and the disengagement. 
I regard peace with Jordan as a strate-
gic asset just as peace with Egypt is a 
strategic asset, and we must therefore 

be careful and aware of the dangers 
facing these two countries from out-
side forces.

My final point relates to the dan-
ger inherent in the completion of the 
Iranian nuclear program supported 
by a regime that is more extremist 
and conservative than in the past. I 
do not think that the opponents of the 
program will be able to arrest it, and 
therefore essential are security, mili-
tary, and political intelligence evalu-
ations concomitant with effective 
grappling with the threat that is tak-
ing shape before us. And in context of 
this danger, let me present two argu-
ments, voiced to me in meetings with 
a number of senior officials in Europe, 
mitigating the urgency of the Iranian 
issue. The first: "I don't understand, 
sir, why you have cast this picture of a 
nuclear threat over Europe. After all, 
we lived under precisely a cloud of 
this sort following World War II." The 
second dismissal was, "In the end, ei-
ther you or the Americans will solve 
the problem – so for now let’s leave 
the matter alone."
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Iran’s Efforts to Conquer Space
Yiftah S. Shapir

I ran became the forty-third country in the world to own a satellite 
when the Sinah-1, Iran's first satellite, was launched on October 
27, 2005. The Sinah-1 is an important milestone in Iran's efforts to 

gain space technologies, though the actual significance of the launch is 
mostly in the prestige Iran gained, since the satellite was developed and 
launched by foreign contractors. It was carried by a Russian Kosmos-3M 
space launch vehicle (SLV) that took off from Plesetsk, in northern Rus-
sia. In addition to the Iranian satellite, the SLV carried seven satellites for 
various other states and research organizations. 

The history of Iran’s space efforts and 
its drive to pursue independent space 
projects began during the shah’s reign. 
The main goal in 1977 was to establish 
an Iranian communications satellite 
system. In addition, several Iranian or-
ganizations were involved in plans to 
send small research satellites into space 
that would pave the way for launching 
a military intelligence-gathering satel-
lite. The Sinah-1 is thus only the first 
achievement in an ambitious program.

This article will discuss Iran’s 
space activity and examine its impli-
cations for Israel and the general stra-
tegic balance in the Middle East. The 
Iranian plan for missile development 
– both surface-to-surface military mis-

siles and satellite-launching missiles 
– is not part of this discussion.

The Research Satellite Project
In 1997 there were reports of a Rus-
sian-Iranian agreement on the trans-
fer of technology enabling Iran to 
build its own research satellite. The 
name of the planned satellite, Mes-
bah (variously translated as “dawn,” 
“lighthouse,” and “flashlight”), was 
announced in 1999. Since then con-
tradictory details on the project have 
been published, referring to it as a spy 
satellite, a communications satellite to 
be built instead of the previously-be-
gun Zohreh, or a satellite solely for 
educational purposes. Information 

in recent years points to a number 
of Iranian research satellites projects; 
the Mesbah was to be the first among 
them. 

Sinah-1
The Sinah-1, and not the Mesbah, be-
came the first Iranian satellite. Not 
many details are known about the 
Sinah-1, and reports about its mis-
sion are clouded. Its mass is 160 ki-
lograms and it carries two cameras 
and communication equipment. This 
data is somewhat surprising since all 
previous reports about Iran's research 
satellites dealt with much smaller sat-
ellites.  Like the rest of the satellites 
carried on the same booster, it is prob-
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ably intended to enter a helio-syn-
chronous orbit with an inclination of 
98.2 degrees. This orbit will give the 
satellite almost global coverage. No 
data is available yet as to the satellite's 
altitude. It is known that some of the 
satellites carried on the booster did 
not succeed in entering their orbit, 
but no data is available regarding the 
Sinah-1.

The Sinah-1 was described as an 
earth monitoring satellite, with its 
cameras intended to monitor agricul-
ture and natural resources in Iran, as 
well as to monitor natural disasters. 
According to Iranian spokespersons 
it cost $15 million and was designed 
by the Russian firm Polyot, based in 
Omsk (the firm that produced the 
Kosmos-3M SLV). One can assume 
that the Sinah-1 is a version of the 
Sterkh satellite, designed and mar-
keted by this firm.

Mesbah
Mesbah is the name of a research sat-
ellite built with the aid of the Italian 
company Carlo Gavazzi Space. The 
satellite is based on a multi-purpose 
bus for the MITA mini-satellites that 
the company developed for the Ital-

ian space agency. The MITA is a three-
axis-stabilized cube-shaped platform 
designed for satellites weighing up to 
100 kilograms

The Mesbah will have a mass of 60 
kilograms. Little about its payload has 
been revealed, but it will apparently 

include a remote sensing camera with 
a resolution of tens of meters. The sat-
ellite will also carry communications 
equipment designed for amateur ra-
dio frequencies that will forward e-
mail messages according to the "store 
and forward" method. The satellite 
will be placed in low orbit at an alti-
tude of about 900 kilometers.

Iran has studied a number of op-
tions for launching the satellite, in-

cluding an indigenously-built SLV. It 
was ultimately decided to use a Rus-
sian SLV from Plesetsk. The Mesbah 
was intended to be the first Iranian 
satellite, but an accident caused by 
an electrical short circuit prevented 
its launch in September 2005. No new 
date for its launch has been given. 

Safir
In 1999, at the time that construc-
tion of the Mesbah satellite was an-
nounced, Iranian officials revealed 
that another research satellite project 
was underway. This satellite, referred 
to as SMMS, SMNS, Safir, and even 
Sinah-1, was to be small and “multi-
functional,” weighing only twenty 
kilograms. It is hard to say whether 
this was a single project, a composite 
of different projects, or if the project 
was linked to the Asian satellite proj-
ect. According to Iranian spokesper-
sons, this would be a “pure” Iranian 
satellite built by Iranian engineers 
and launched by an Iranian satellite 
launcher – the Shehab-4, but it seems 
that this satellite, too, will be launched 
by a Russian SLV. 

Research Satellite Project 
Implications
Various goals have been ascribed to 
the research satellites. Iranian spokes-
persons have noted that the satellites 
are designed for the “remote survey 
of the earth’s surface,” “identifica-
tion of natural resources, monitoring 
of electricity, and gas and oil energy 
networks," and that "later the satel-
lite will be used for communications 
and crisis management.” On the oth-

The Asian Research Satellite
In 2000 Iran was reported to be cooperating with a number of Asian coun-
tries in constructing a small research satellite. The cost of the project was 
said to be around $44 million, of which Iran would contribute only $5.6 mil-
lion. China, Mongolia, Thailand, Pakistan, and Bangladesh were also taking 
part in the project (according to other reports, the countries were China, 
Korea, Indonesia, and Mongolia). It appears that a Chinese launch vehicle 
was to be used. Since early 2004 no further information on the project has 
been received, and its fate is unknown.

Although Iran currently 
depends on foreign 
technology both for the 
construction and launching 
of satellites, it has not 
given up the goal of 
developing its own space 
capability.
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er hand, observers in Israel and the 
United States emphasize the military 
side of the Iranians’ space program. 
The Israeli press presented the Iranian 
models as spy satellites for collecting 
visual intelligence data. Nonetheless, 
it appears that the Iranian satellites 
are unable to operate as spy satellites. 
It seems that even the Sinah-1, though 
heavy compared to other research sat-
ellites, is too small to carry a camera 
capable of taking photographs with a 
resolution suitable for military intelli-
gence gathering. Furthermore, the sat-
ellites are built by a foreign company 
and launched by a foreign country. It 
is most unlikely that Iran would hand 
over to foreign hands an intelligence-
gathering project that by its nature is 
classified.

The main goal in launching re-
search satellites is the acquisition of 
technological know-how. Some Irani-
an spokespeople have candidly stated 
this. They want to train engineers and 
researchers in various areas of plan-
ning, construction, and launching sat-
ellites. Actually this is nothing unusu-
al. Many countries, including those 
in the Third World, are involved in 
similar projects. Today’s technology 
is readily accessible, and a number 
of companies in the world specialize 
in the production of generic buses for 
mini-satellites, micro-satellites, and 
nano-satellites. When ordering a sat-
ellite, the client's team participates 
in the development of the payload 
and its integration into the bus. At 
this stage, at any rate, Iran’s situation 
appears to be no different from that 
of other states. Iran has managed to 
reach the stage of launching a satellite 

with the aid of foreign manufacturers 
– a stage that other countries in the 
Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, Algeria, and Turkey, attained 
quite some time ago.

Nevertheless, the Iranian proj-
ects should not be underestimated. 
Although Iran currently depends on 
foreign technology both for the con-
struction and launching of satellites, 
it has not given up its goal. The re-
search satellites are already regarded 
as a contribution to national strength, 
and referring to them, former Iranian 
defense minister Ali Shamkhani said 
that “Iran’s space capability is one of 
the main means of deterrence.” More-
over, Iran has not surrendered its de-
sire to launch a satellite on its own 
SLV. Development of the Shehab-4, 
intended to be Iran's first SLV, contin-
ues. This may be followed by the She-
hab-5 and Shehab-6, able to launch 
heavier satellites. 

The Russian press has dealt ex-
tensively with Russia's efforts to con-
vince Iran to abandon the idea of us-
ing its own SLV. According to these 

reports, the Russians feared that the 
United States would regard an Iranian 
launch as a last straw and be prompt-
ed to respond harshly. Naturally Rus-
sia is interested in demonstrating to 
the world its ability to restrain Iran. 
It is far more probable, however, that 
Iran’s SLV project has not ripened yet 
and Iran still lacks the requisite tech-
nological capability. If Iran had an op-
erational SLV, it is unlikely that Iran 
would have been willing to abandon 
a launch project out of fear of Ameri-
can reaction. Until this capability is 
attained, the American threat remains 
a comfortable excuse to hide behind.

The PM-NPO’s Express-1000 Bus
Source: company website

History of the Project
In the 1970s the Iranians began work on a project to launch communica-
tions satellites into geo-stationary orbit. The first period witnessed the joint 
Iranian-Indian Zohreh (“Venus”) project designed to send four Iranian com-
munications satellites into geo-stationary orbit. At the same time, Iran and 
India negotiated with NASA for launching satellites on a space shuttle. Since 
then the project has gone through several phases. Iran conducted negotia-
tions with French companies for a long time, and the French-built satellites 
were to be launched in 1995. Insufficient progress materialized, however, 
and from early 1988 Iran conducted similar negotiations with Russian or-
ganizations. This project was suspended in 2003, and only in late 2004 were 
contacts renewed, probably with different organizations in Russia.
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The Zohreh Communications 
Satellite Project
In January 2005 it was announced that 
a contract had been signed for con-
structing the Zohreh satellites. The 
new version of the Zohreh contract 
was signed with the Aviaexport Com-
pany. The contract’s net worth is re-
ported to be $132 million, much lower 
than the previous transaction ($300-
$350 million). The actual satellite will 
be developed by PM-NPO Reshetnev 
in Krasnoyarsk, a firm experienced in 
satellite production. The Iranian sat-
ellites will be the Express-1000,1 the 
firm’s new state-of-the-art satellite, 
much smaller than other communi-
cations satellites in use.2 Its internal 
equipment will be French-produced 
but according to reports German 
companies will also be involved in 
the project. The launch is scheduled to 
take place thirty to thirty-six months 
from when the terms of the contract 
are met. If the contract was actual-
ized, that is, if Iran actually made the 
first payment, the launch date will be 
set for 2007-8.

Communications Satellite Project 
Implications
Three communications networks op-
erate in Iran, and these operate over 
1000 ground stations and supply voice 
and data communications services.3 
Although the network is based on a 
microwave backbone, communica-
tions satellites are not unknown in 
Iran because the local telecommuni-
cations company rents foreign sat-
ellite services.4 Iran is interested in 
expanding the volume of its civilian 
communications, and satellite com-
munication will certainly be able to 
provide coverage to vast, inaccessible, 
sparsely populated areas, such as des-
ert and mountain regions. Good radio 
and television coverage to these areas 
has proven difficult, so that transmis-
sion via satellite may be the best solu-
tion.

Iran sees a number of advantages 
in launching its own satellite, advan-
tages that go beyond basic communi-
cations needs:

1.	 The ability to use satellite chan-
nels for military purposes without fear 

of their blockage by an embargo in an 
emergency. Iran has learned from its 
experience with American efforts to 
restrict its import of strategic goods. 
Iran is also aware that in an emergen-
cy its communications satellites may 
be obstructed because of American 
pressure. It fears Washington’s ability 
to pressure international satellite pro-
viders into blocking these channels.

2.	 Control over civilian reception 
of television and radio transmissions. 
This is a very sensitive topic in the Is-
lamic republic. At present Iranian law 
forbids citizens to own satellite dishes 
because of the fear that the contents 
of certain programs are not compat-
ible with the spirit of Islam. Thus, 

state ownership of a communications 
satellite will allow citizens to own re-
ception equipment for satellite broad-
casts and provide reception in remote 
areas. At the same time, the govern-
ment will be able to control the broad-
casts and contents that are picked up 
by citizens.

3.	 A successful communications 
satellite project has the potential of 
becoming a successful economic en-
terprise. It has been claimed that over 
time the cost of maintaining national 
satellite communications channels is 
cheaper than purchasing them from a 
foreign provider. Furthermore, super-

Iran’s difficulties in obtaining its own communications satellite are even 
more conspicuous against the background of other Middle East states’ 
success in this domain. In a world where communications satellites are 
produced and launched by commercial bodies, the ownership of commu-
nications satellites has become solely an economic enterprise. Thus, aside 
from Israel, which produces its own communications satellites, today 
Saudi Arabia has its own communications satellites (through the ArabSat 
project, which has launched eight satellites to date); Egypt owns two sat-
ellites (the NileSat project); Turkey owns four satellites (project TurkSat); 
and the United Arab Emirates (with their own Thuraya satellites, a unique 
technological project that cost over $1 billion) has already launched two of 
its three satellites.

Many times over 
the years Iran has 
concluded contracts 
that have repeatedly 
come to naught.
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fluous channels can be sold to other 
communications consumers in the re-
gion, thus defraying some of the out-
lay.

4.	 Above all, ownership of a com-
munications satellite gives a major 
boost to national pride since it dem-
onstrates the state’s technological ca-
pability. In Iran’s efforts to attain the 
status of a regional superpower, de-
monstrative steps such as these are of 
great importance.

Still, the negative aspects of this ef-
fort cannot be ignored. First, they con-
tain an economic risk, as the project’s 
profitability is far from assured. A 
project of this nature may be inordi-

nately more expensive than purchas-
ing channels from a foreign provider. 
Moreover, in the case of channel ac-
quisition from a foreign provider, ex-
penses will always be more controlled, 
since only the exact amount of com-
munications volume will be ordered 
in accordance with the budget. In the 
case of financial constraints, expenses 
can be cut back by limiting the use of 
channels. On the other hand, when a 
national satellite is owned, a situation 
could develop whereby the state finds 
itself with an excess of unmarketable 
channels. Potential buyers may be put 
off from purchasing channels from 
Iran, fearing external pressure (from 

the United States, for example) and 
preferring to avoid communications 
volume from Iran.

After examining almost thirty 
years of Iran’s handling of the project, 
the question also arises whether the 
project will ever materialize. Many 
times over the years Iran has con-
cluded contracts that have repeatedly 
come to naught.

The exact reasons for Iran’s cancel-
lation of its contracts are not known. 
Some observers think that Iran’s heavy 
financial burdens have precluded the 
finalization of the projects. Others 
claim that in some cases Iran made 
demands that the providers could 
not accept. For example, in one case 
it was reported that Iran demanded 
guarantees against the imposition of 
embargos, conditions that no one was 
willing to agree to. But it seems that 
Iran’s main problem in attaining com-
munications satellite capability is due 
to the inherent nature of the Iranian 
government system, that is, the in-
ability of the various bodies operating 
in the system to reach an agreement 
and implement it. If this is indeed the 
case, it may well hold true for other 
strategic projects as well.

Conclusion
Iran is determined to attain an inde-
pendent satellite capability for com-
munications and research, and in the 
future, for military purposes. If the 
launches of the Zohreh communica-
tions satellites and the other research 
satellites are successful, Iran will 
probably seek to obtain additional ca-
pabilities, especially the independent 

Iranian Space Agencies and Organizations
A number of agencies in Iran are engaged in space research. The Iranian 
space agency, ISA, was established by a Majlis decision in 2003. Its work 
is to coordinate and monitor various Iranian agencies involved in space-
related activities that have been in operation for several years. The oldest 
agency for gathering satellite information is the Iranian Remote Sensing 
Center (IRSC). This veteran unit coordinates ground image distribution 
activities and geological and mineral studies. The agency has ground sta-
tions that can receive data from a number of the current and future satel-
lites. The center also coordinates the research of agencies such as the Geo-
logical and Mineral Research Center that is affiliated with the Ministry of 
Mines and Metals; the Forest and Range Organization; the Soil Conserva-
tion and Watershed Management Research Center; the National Center of 
Oceanography; the Ministry of Energy; the Ministry of Oil; the Ministry of 
Science, Research, and Technology; and the National Center of Cartogra-
phy (NCC), which is responsible for mapping and the topographical base. 
This agency uses satellite data including GPS for topographical mapping, 
geodesic projects, and triangulation.

In addition, seven Iranian universities offer courses and training in ar-
eas connected to satellite technology and the application of satellites. The 
subjects taught are communications satellites, remote sensors, geo-infor-
mation, satellite meteorology, space engineering, and others.
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construction and launching of its own 
satellites. It will also probably try to 
build a military image-collecting sat-
ellite for supplying photographs of 
military quality. Iran regards these 

projects beyond their functional as-
pects, as contributing to the nation’s 
strength and deterrence capability 
and bolstering its position as the re-
gion’s leader. Today, at a time when 
almost every state can purchase sat-
ellite products on the open market 
– from imagery for research to com-
munications channels, and even mili-
tary quality imagery (up to a resolu-
tion of one meter) – there is little cost 
effectiveness in investing enormous 

It seems that Iran’s main 
problem in attaining 
communications satellite 
capability is due to the 
inherent nature of the 
Iranian government 
system.

resources to attain an independent 
satellite capability.

Nevertheless, a close examination 
of the projects that Iran has been en-
gaged in indicates its great difficulty 
in attaining these capabilities. Iran has 
failed to reach even the basic stages in 
these grandiose projects after many 
years of effort, stages that other states 
attained a long time ago. The reasons 
for this failure are not clear but they 
seem to be linked to the government’s 
inherent inability to coordinate gov-
ernment agencies, resolve conflicting 
demands, and mobilize the required 
resources for the projects. In other 
words, Iran is motivated to achieve 
far-reaching goals. Iran also has a sig-
nificant technological infrastructure. 
Nevertheless, the engine is stalled and 
important projects are being delayed. 

If this assessment is correct and 
the Iranian failure is a deep systemic 
failure, this could point to questions 
on Iran's capability to materialize 
other ambitious programs, such as 
in the realms of ballistic missiles and 
nuclear weapons.

Notes
1. 	 Express–1000 satellites will be 

launched either on the Soyuz-2 
launcher equipped with a Fregat-type 
booster, or as part of a group launch 
on the Proton launcher with a Briz-M 
booster.

2. 	 It weighs only 832 kilograms and will 
carry twelve transponders produced 
by the French company Alcatel Es-
pace.

3. 	 According to the plan at the beginning 
of the decade, there were supposed to 
be twelve million lines operating in 
Iran by 2003 – one telephone for every 
five people. More recent data is un-
available.

4. 	 Iranian National Telecommunications 
Company (TCI) has transponders on 
the Intelsat satellite. The Islamic Re-
public Broadcast Organization rents 
its own transponders on the Intelsat, 
which is positioned on longitude 63 
east. The organization also uses Eu-
telsat, HotBird-3, and Telstar satellite 
services. In addition, the communica-
tions station in Tehran via the Inmar-
sat satellite is designed mainly for 
communication with ships at sea. Iran 
employs satellite channels for contact 
with ships and mobile ground sta-
tions. 
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Iran's Nuclear Program 
and Negotiations with the EU-3

Emily B. Landau and Ephraim Asculai

The latest developments in the ongoing negotiations between Iran and the EU-3 (Britain, France, 
and Germany) on the nuclear issue began with Iran's flat rejection in early August of the European 
proposal to restrict its indigenous nuclear program in exchange for many economic, political, and 
technological incentives that would still give Iran all the benefits of civil nuclear energy. This rebuff 
was compounded by Iran's subsequent decision to restart activities at its Uranium Conversion Fa-
cility (UCF) in Esfahan a few days later. Although Iran stated its willingness and desire to continue 
negotiating, it was adamant in its decision to operate its own complete nuclear fuel cycle, includ-
ing enrichment, a condition the EU-3 has not been willing to accept.

In mid-September, just days before 
the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) Board of Gover-

nors was scheduled to discuss these 
new developments, Iran's new presi-
dent Ahmadinejad delivered what was 
regarded as a highly defiant speech 
at the UN. He stated in the clearest 
terms that Iran would never surren-
der its uranium enrichment program, 
and went on to criticize the US and 
Europe for attempting to interfere. 
His message left no room for compro-
mise and his rhetoric was sharp, to the 
point of accusing the West of nuclear 
apartheid. Voicing strong disappoint-
ment with the speech, the Europeans 
began work on a draft resolution for 
the Board of Governors meeting that 
would immediately refer Iran's case 
to the UN Security Council for pos-
sible sanctions. Ultimately, because of 
lack of support from some key Board 
members, the EU-3 had to settle for a 

watered-down version of the resolu-
tion. The resolution that was passed 
(with twenty-two votes in favor, one 
against, and twelve abstentions) noted 
that "Iran's many failures and breach-
es of its obligations to comply with 
its NPT Safeguards Agreement…con-
stitute noncompliance." However, it 
did not specify when the case would 
be referred to the Security Council 
or under what conditions. That the 
resolution was far from unanimous 
is unusual for decisions by the IAEA 
board, and indicates that the US and 
Europe do not enjoy widespread sup-
port for their position. The issue has 
been postponed to the next Board of 
Governors meeting, scheduled for 
November. 

In an attempt to assess how ef-
fective diplomacy as a strategy of 
non-proliferation has been with Iran, 
particularly in light of these devel-
opments, this article considers what 

the net impact of two years of EU-
3–Iranian negotiations has been on 
Iran's determination and ability to 
push forward its nuclear program. 
Two observations are certain: first, 
since the summer of 2002 Iran has 
been thrust into a difficult situation, 
with the international community ac-
tively involved in trying to ensure its 
compliance with its non-proliferation 
obligations; and, second, Iran's reac-
tion to such involvement has been a 
mixture of expressed determination 
to complete the fuel cycle, together 
with repeated statements that it has 
no military intentions. Moreover, it 
has shown willingness to cooperate 
in negotiations with the EU-3 and 
concluded two agreements with these 
states – in late 2003 and again in late 
2004. 

Yet assuming that Iran does have 
nuclear military ambitions – and 
there is good reason to assume that 
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it remains motivated in this direction 
even though it denies this fervently – 
the key challenge at the present junc-
ture is to understand Iran's behavior 
in the negotiations so far. One option 
is to conclude that when Iran is in a 
bind, facing serious pressure from 
the international community, it bends 
and cooperates. Therefore, although it 
may take time and though there may 
be setbacks, negotiations could well 
lead to a successful outcome, if the 
international community remains de-
termined and steadfast over the long 
term. Conversely, perhaps the cooper-
ative behavior that Iran has displayed 
is part of its overall strategy of making 
the best of a difficult situation. Iran is 
accordingly investing great efforts to 
buy valuable time that would allow 
it to continue with its program, albeit 
more slowly and cautiously, and is 
doing its best to defy the intention of 
the international community to arrest 
the uranium enrichment program. If 
so, the prospects for negotiations in 
their present format leading to a suc-
cessful outcome are much slimmer. A 
variation on this theme is that Iran is 
playing for time in order to achieve a 
technological breakthrough (at known 
or concealed sites) which, if declared, 
would lend it an edge in any negotia-
tions. 

A thorough assessment of the is-
sue must examine how Iran has man-
aged its nuclear ambitions over the 
past two years. This assessment be-
gins with the technical aspect and the 
evidence as to actual progress that has 
been made by Iran in this period. To 
what degree has it succeeded in – or 

been stopped from – advancing its 
nuclear program? Equally important, 
how has it conducted negotiations 
with the EU-3? Where does it bend 
and where does it stand firm, and 
what is the significance in terms of 
Iran's own leverage over the EU-3 in 
the negotiations taking place? To what 
degree has it been able to keep open 
its options for advancing a military 
program, even when under increas-
ing pressure? Moreover, Iran's past 
behavior in dealing with prolifera-

tion issues should also be considered, 
as well as the additional steps that 
Iran is taking to garner crucial inter-
national support for the continuation 
of its nuclear program. It is only the 
sum total of these various aspects of 
Iran's behavior, technical and political 
alike, that can yield better insight into 
how negotiations with the EU-3 have 
impacted on Iran's ability to move its 
military program forward.

Iran's Nuclear Program
The starting point of the analysis is 
the UCF in Esfahan, declared by Iran 
in 2000 and reactivated on August 8, 
2005. The UCF is essential for all of 

Iran's nuclear programs, and there-
fore its activation is of great concern. 

Years of suspicions that the Irani-
ans were attempting to attain mili-
tary nuclear capabilities yielded no 
hard evidence of this intention. In 
2000, however, Iran declared to the 
IAEA that it was constructing a ura-
nium conversion facility. Such a plant 
can produce an assortment of com-
pounds, but the main product of con-
cern is uranium hexafluoride, whose 
only use is as feed material for urani-
um enrichment. Highly enriched ura-
nium constitutes one of the two main 
substances that can comprise the core 
of an explosive nuclear device. Since 
Iran did not have a declared facility 
for uranium enrichment, the ques-
tions surrounding the construction of 
the facility were obvious, and the con-
cerns – justified. 

Senior members of the National 
Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI) 
helped solve this puzzle at a press 
conference in Washington in August 
2002, where they provided informa-
tion and satellite images of two Irani-
an sites: one in Natanz, allegedly de-
signed to house a large plant for ura-
nium enrichment, and the second in 
Arak, which included a heavy water 
production facility. The Natanz site 
completed the picture and explained 
the reason for building the uranium 
conversion facility. Analysis of the 
site's potential published by interna-
tional media indicated the possibility 
of producing large amounts of weap-
ons-grade uranium within a short 
time following the site's beginning of 
operations.

Former Iranian chief nuclear negotiator Hassan 
Rowhani with Russian president Vladimir Putin
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But the issue of enrichment is only 
one piece of the Iranian nuclear proj-
ect. The heavy water plant discovered 
in Arak hinted of other possible de-
velopments. Heavy water has but one 
use: in nuclear reactors. Heavy water 
reactors can use natural uranium nu-
clear fuel. This fuel is the best source 
for plutonium, which is the alterna-
tive material needed for the core of 
nuclear weapons. Indeed, within the 
framework of declarations issued by 
Iran as a result of international pres-
sure, it announced the construction 
of a forty megawatt research reac-
tor near the heavy water production 
plant. The declared reactor has the 
potential of producing one nuclear 
explosive device per year. The pluto-
nium must then be separated from the 
irradiated fuel at a reprocessing plant, 
which would be large, cumbersome, 
and not easily hidden. The IAEA has 
confirmed that the Iranians have at-
tempted to purchase equipment for 
such a plant. What is also certain is 
that Iran carried out small-scale ex-
periments of irradiating uranium and 
producing limited quantities of plu-
tonium, without informing the IAEA. 
The plan of working on all fronts was 
implemented by the Iranians with 
great zeal. The second vital element 
needed to activate the research reac-
tor – nuclear fuel – is within reach of 
the Iranians, given that the facility to 
produce the nuclear fuel is part of the 
uranium conversion facility. Hence, 
the importance of the UCF to all as-
pects of Iran's nuclear program. 

Once details of these activities sur-
faced, Iran came under greater IAEA 

scrutiny and it became clear that it 
had been conducting a secret nucle-
ar program. In the summer of 2003, 
with threats of referral to the Security 
Council for sanctions in the air, the 
EU became more actively involved 
in the attempt through diplomacy 
to ensure Iran's compliance with its 
non-proliferation obligations. The 
EU-3 succeeded in concluding a deal 
with Iran in October 2003 to suspend 
uranium enrichment activities, but in 
June 2004, Iran reneged on the deal 
and renewed the construction of its 
uranium conversion and, probably, 
its enrichment facilities. 

With the subsequent resurfacing 
of the possibility of bringing the issue 
before the Security Council, the EU-
3 was again (November 2004) able 
to broker a deal in which Iran “vol-
unteered” to suspend its enrichment 
program, in exchange for the renewal 
of talks on trade agreements and co-
operation between Europe and Iran. 
The suspension agreement is not very 
comprehensive and does not include, 
for example, the construction of the 
Arak research reactor. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, therefore, satellite im-
ages indicate that activity at the site 
is actively progressing, and although 
it will take quite a few years until it 
is completed, this is a clear signal of 
Iran's intentions.

Iranian sources claim to have used 
the time between June and Novem-
ber 2004 to convert thirty-seven tons 
of uranium (yellow cake) into gas at 
the UCF in Esfahan.1 In May 2005 
Iran once again began to talk about its 
intention to renew enrichment activi-
ties, and the ensuing rocky months 
culminated in Iran's decision to re-
start the UCF. The Iranians rejected 
the European proposals and the Eu-
ropeans, in return, broke off the talks 
that were to be resumed at the end of 
August 2005. 

Over the course of the past two 
years, Iran remained determined not 
to concede its right to uranium en-
richment. Although it apparently was 
not able to progress significantly in 
its nuclear program during the peri-
ods of suspension, Iran has claimed 
to have made substantive advances 
in the time between the two suspen-
sions. Moreover, a clear indication of 
Iran’s determination to proceed with 
the enrichment project even during 
the suspension period was its de-
mand to continue unapproved work 
on development of twenty gas centri-
fuge machines, the primary technol-
ogy used by Iran in its enrichment 
program. This also provides circum-
stantial evidence suggesting that Iran 
has not completed the necessary R&D 
needed for its own enrichment plant. 
Recent unverified claims have been 
made by the NCRI that Iran has been 
fooling the UN and EU by secretly 
constructing some 4,000 centrifuges 
while pursuing negotiations with the 
EU-3, and hiding them at military and 
Iranian Revolutionary Guards facili-
ties that are off limits to the UN.2

Iran has walked a thin line, 
and its strategy of crisis 
avoidance has been played 
out in several ways.
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Iran has noted repeatedly that its 
agreement to suspend enrichment 
activities, an act of confidence build-
ing toward the international com-
munity, was entirely voluntary, since 
enrichment activity lies within Iran's 
legal right. Iran has restarted the UCF, 

central to all aspects of its nuclear 
program, so far with impunity, even 
though the EU-3 has finally joined the 
US in demanding the referral of the 
Iranian issue to the Security Council. 
To gain insight into how Iran, unde-
terred, reactivated the UCF, we need 
to examine Iran's skillful means of 
conducting negotiations with the EU-
3, and its posturing toward the greater 
international community.

Before turning to Iran's negotia-
tions strategy, it is important to note 
the additional evidence of Iran's con-
tinued determination to carry out ac-
tivities that could ultimately be used 
in a military nuclear program. Reports 
indicate that Iran has worked on de-
veloping the detonating mechanism 
into which the fissile material is placed 
and on carrying out field experiments. 
It is clear that the extent of the project 
is vast, since the effort invested in it is 
large and the funding allocated con-

siderable; all this indicates the desire 
of the regime to achieve a first stage 
military nuclear capability, within the 
shortest amount of time possible.3 An-
other major sign of Iran's intention to 
develop a nuclear weapons capability 
is its substantial missile development 
project, which as yet appears non-cir-
cumscribed, with increasing missile 
effective range and precision. There 
is no use for long-range missiles other 
than their equipment with non-con-
ventional warheads.4

The power plant under construc-
tion by the Russians in Bushehr is 
also a factor in the nuclear equation. 
The main problem here in terms of 
nuclear weapons proliferation is the 
possibility that the irradiated fuel in 
the reactor will serve as a source for a 
large amount of plutonium. Although 
the plutonium produced therein is not 
of as high a quality as that produced 
in the research reactor, it could still be 
adequate for military purposes. The 
solution to this problem is the return 
of the spent fuel after its use in the re-
actor to the country of origin, in this 
case Russia. The negotiations on this 
issue were long and arduous, and 
only recently has an agreement been 
signed between Russia and Iran that 
settled the matter. It should be point-
ed out that it is the external source of 
the fuel that constitutes Iran’s official 
pretext for establishing the large en-
richment plant, the official statement 
being that Iran does not want to be 
dependent on others for nuclear fuel. 

 
Iran's Negotiating Style 
Iran's behavior in its negotiations with 

the EU-3 has straddled its strong de-
termination to complete the fuel cycle 
and an ostensible willingness to coop-
erate. Despite two agreements signed 
with the EU-3 over the past two years 
to suspend enrichment activities, in 
virtually every statement made, Iran 
stressed that this is merely a tempo-
rary measure to demonstrate good 
will. It has been absolutely steadfast 
on this point, even as it supported 
continued negotiations. Clearly, Iran 
wants to continue work on its nuclear 
program, and since 2002 it concluded 
that the best strategy was to do so un-
der the cover of cooperation, while 
making efforts to keep negotiations 
alive. It will not bend on the issue of 
uranium enrichment, but neither did 
it want to create a crisis that would 
sever negotiations and invite harsh 
measures against it. 

Iran therefore has walked a thin 
line, and its strategy of crisis avoid-
ance has been played out in several 
ways. First, Iran has taken pains to 
present its own actions (viewed by Eu-
rope as a breach of its commitments to 
the EU-3) as a response to Europe not 
meeting its end of the bargain. Thus 
when the first agreement with the 
EU-3 ended in June 2004 with Iran's 
announcement that it was resuming 
activities related to uranium enrich-
ment, Iran claimed that the EU-3 had 
promised to remove the case of Iran 
from the IAEA Board of Governors 
agenda in June, but had not fulfilled 
its promise. Similarly, it explained its 
recent moves to reactivate the UCF as 
prompted by the lack of seriousness 
on the part of the EU-3 vis-à-vis its 

Iran continues to stress 
its intention to continue 
with negotiations. Yet 
for Iran, negotiations are 
not viewed as a means of 
reaching agreement, rather 
as a means of warding off 
harsh measures.
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commitment to present an acceptable 
proposal to Iran within a designated 
time frame. Again, it was allegedly 
Europe that didn't live up to its com-
mitment, not Iran. 

A second strategy is to justify its 
actions as acceptable, according to 
Iran's interpretation of what was de-
cided. Hence Iran's insistence that re-
starting activities at the UCF does not 
constitute a breach of the November 
2004 agreement, because suspension 
was a voluntary measure on Iran's 
part and not a commitment. Iran has 
also justified reactivating the UCF in 
light of the clear distinction it draws 
between conversion activity and en-
richment activity. Accordingly, Iran 
only began the conversion process, 
which it regards as non-problematic, 
but not enrichment. Finally, at the lev-
el of rhetoric, the Iranians continue to 
stress at every opportunity their clear 
intention to continue with negotia-
tions. 

Iran's strategy for dealing with 
WMD proliferation did not begin in 
2002 with the revelations regarding 
undeclared nuclear activities in Na-
tanz and Arak. In fact, evidence of 
Iran's impetus to present itself as a co-
operative international player as the 
best means for pushing through what 
it views as most important goes back 
to the 1990s. At that time, Iran stood 
out as a Middle Eastern state that not 
only signed the Chemical Weapons 
Convention (CWC), but then rati-
fied it in November 1997, and it has 
since been an active member of the 
Organization for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons (OPCW). At the 

same time that it was talking about 
the importance of producing an Is-
lamic bomb to counterbalance Israel, 
Iran was strengthening its profile as 
a cooperative international player in 
the non-conventional realm by join-
ing the CWC.5 

In the latest crisis, initiated when 
Iran restarted activities at the UCF in 
Esfahan, there is a tactical change in 
nuance in Iranian statements and re-
actions. Iran made a subtle move to 
the offensive in its reactions, accusing 
the EU-3 of reacting with unaccept-

able harshness to Iran's action when 
it referred the case to the IAEA Board 
of Governors. It expressed surprise at 
this unexpected behavior on the part 
of Europe, given the ongoing nego-
tiations. Moreover, in late August, the 
newly elected Ahmadinejad scolded 
states that benefit from their econom-
ic relations with Iran but object to its 
right to develop a nuclear program. 
While he did not name the states, he 
was most likely referring to the EU-
3. This new tactic culminated with 
the speech at the UN, where Iran's 
president severely criticized the West 
for its interference with Iran's nuclear 
program. Iran is seeking to turn the 
table on Europe, in order to present 
the latter as the one who is putting 

forth unacceptable demands and dis-
playing an unusually harsh and un-
compromising stance.

Iran's strategy has been given a 
boost by the support it received from 
other non-Western states. Iran has not-
ed states in Asia and Africa (especially 
South Africa) that back its desire to de-
velop its civilian nuclear program and 
that do not accept Europe's demands 
that Iran cease all uranium enrichment 
activities. Western diplomatic sources 
have been quoted as saying that over 
the last two years Iran has offered co-
operation and aid to numerous Third 
World countries in exchange for their 
support of Iran's nuclear program.6 
Many other states are also reluctant 
to support the European position; ap-
parently oil is the overriding factor in 
their policy considerations, since Iran 
is OPEC's second largest exporter. 
For example, China and Japan have 
signed extensive contracts with Iran 
for the supply of oil and gas. This 
support hampered the IAEA Board of 
Governors' ability in early September 
to agree on anything stronger than a 
resolution urging Iran to reinstate full 
suspension of all enrichment related 
activities as well as the production of 
feed material, including through tests 
or production at the Uranium Con-
version Facility.

All in all, slowly but surely Iran 
is seeking to create a broader atmo-
sphere of acceptance for its activities, 
emphasizing its continued desire to 
cooperate, as long as what it views as 
its legitimate right to enrich uranium 
is condoned. In this manner, it hopes 
to continue to buy valuable time for 

The nuclear reactor at Busheher
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pushing its nuclear program forward, 
although as recent developments 
demonstrate, avoiding a crisis is be-
coming more and more difficult.

A recent statement lends direct 
support to the interpretation that Iran 
has been playing for time and provides 
insight into how Iran regards the role 
of negotiations. In an early August in-
terview, Chief Iranian Nuclear Affairs 
Negotiator Hosein Musavian said that 
in 2003 Iran adopted a twofold policy: 
it worked intensively with the IAEA, 
and also conducted negotiations on 
international and political levels: 
"The IAEA gave us a 50-day exten-
sion to suspend the enrichment and 
all related activities. But thanks to the 
negotiations with Europe we gained 
another year, in which we completed 
(the UCF) in Esfahan." Later in the 
interview he added: "We suspended 
the UCF in Esfahan in October 2004, 
although we were required to do so 
in October 2003. If we had suspended 
it then, (the UCF) in Esfahan would 
have never been completed. Today 
we are in a position of power: (the 
UCF) in Esfahan is complete and UF4 
and UF6 gases are being produced. 
We have a stockpile of products, and 
during this period, we have managed 
to convert 36 tons of yellow cake into 
gas and store it. In Natanz, much of 
the work has been completed."7 While 
apparently meant primarily for inter-
nal consumption, this statement is 
surely cause for concern.

Conclusion
It seems that Iran not only remains 
determined to continue with a mili-

tary nuclear program, but that it has 
been able to make some advances 
even during negotiations with the 
Europeans. Its ability to utilize the 
time that has gone by to push its pro-
gram forward, even while engaged in 
intensive interaction with the IAEA 
and the EU-3, has been enhanced by 
its negotiating style and careful ma-
neuvering so as not to expose itself to 
harsh measures.

The latest developments seem 
to be bringing the moment of real 
crisis closer, especially as the EU-3 
has become disillusioned with the 
prospect of successful negotiations. 
Significantly, however, these devel-
opments, while an intensification of 
the dynamics, are not a break from 
the established pattern. They simply 
underscore that for Iran, negotiations 
are not viewed as a means of reaching 
compromise and agreement, but rath-
er as a means of warding off harsh 
measures that will interfere with its 
program. Furthermore, Iran seems to 
be even more secure today in that it 
has gained important support for its 
program, which makes the prospect 
of sanctions against it less likely, even 
if the case is referred to the Security 
Council. Iran has also threatened to 
use its oil as a retaliatory measure 
against those who want to transfer 
the issue to the Security Council. Ne-
gotiations with the EU-3 were the best 
option for buying time, but now Iran 
is talking about searching for new 
partners that might be more accepting 
of its civilian program. As such, it still 
feels that it has room to maneuver.

There remains the question of 

what to do to deny Iran's attaining 
a military nuclear capability. There 
are no good options at this point, al-
though one idea is to stop relying on 
international forums for decisions and 
to begin consolidating like-minded 
states for agreement on serious sanc-
tions against Iran. The importance of 
creating such a group is underscored 
against the background of Iran's 
own attempts to consolidate a group 
of this sort in support of its right to 
enrich uranium. Beyond this, states 
may have to begin to think seriously 
of how they will deal with a nuclear 
capable Iran, as this is a scenario that 
could materialize despite all efforts to 
stop it.

Notes
1.	 www.ynet.co.il, May 10, 2005.
2.	 Ian Traynor, "Iran is Building Secret 

Nuclear Components, Says Rebel 
Group," The Guardian, August 19, 
2005.

3.	 See Maariv, July 26, 2005 and Haaretz, 
July 27, 2005 for reports on findings 
published in Der Speigel, according to 
which Iran was involved in two se-
cret deals to purchase nuclear compo-
nents.

4.	 See MENL, "Iran Deploys Ukrainian 
Cruise Missiles," October 7, 2005; and 
Con Coughlin, "Russians Help Iran 
with Missile Threat to Europe," Sunday 
Telegraph, October 16, 2005.

5.	 There are unsubstantiated claims, 
mainly by the US, that Iran is still pro-
ducing chemical warfare agents, but 
critical here is the image that Iran has 
sought to create as a cooperative inter-
national player.

6.	 MENL, August 12, 2005.
7.	 MEMRI Special Dispatch Series, no. 

957, August 12, 2005. 



   19      Volume 8, No. 3, November 2005

First of all it must be clear that 
the overall cutback is a reduc-
tion in the budget increase, 

and not an actual reduction com-
pared with last year.2 Reduced is the 
amount of last year's budget, with the 
addition of two other types of expens-
es: first, the "automatic pilot" – those 
expenses that increased last year's to-
tal spending and that are expected to 
persist in the current budget year; the 
second is a supplement of 1 percent of 

last year's budget expenses. The 2006 
budget, approved by the government, 
comprises the following figures: total 
expenses, which include last year's 
budget plus the "automatic pilot" and 
the allowable supplement, amount-
ing to NIS 217.4 billion; estimated rev-
enues for the budget year of approxi-
mately NIS 196.7 billion; and a deficit 
resulting from the difference between 
revenues and expenses amounting to 
NIS 20.7 billion. The acceptable deficit 
based on the tabulation above totals 
NIS 17.2 billion. Therefore, there must 
be a "cutback" of NIS 3.5 billion. 

Of the sum intended as a cutback, 
NIS 1.6 billion has been foisted direct-
ly on the defense budget, while the 
rest has been divided among the vari-
ous ministries, including defense. The 
debate over reductions in the budgets 
of all the ministries is fundamentally 
similar, though it enlists different ar-
guments in the different ministries. 
The sum approved for the defense cut-
back was reduced following demands 
by the defense establishment and a 
ruling by the prime minister, and was 
set at NIS 650 million in direct cuts. 
Yet while government deliberations 

The Defense Budget Debate, Yet Once More
Imri Tov

In early August 2005 the government approved the state budget, 
which it will submit to the Knesset for approval in the coming weeks. 
The outlines of all ministry budgets have been drawn. Although some 
changes are expected in the budget following the change in finance 
ministers, no changes are expected in the manner of drafting the 
budget or in its underlying principles.

There are two leading operative objectives in a budget that fur-
thers a broad economic policy: a budget deficit not exceeding 3 per-
cent of the GDP (the estimated increase for 2006 is approximately 
NIS 17 billion)1 and a maximum increase in government expenses of 
1 percent (approximately NIS 2.2 billion). This budget policy, there-
fore, dictates a "cutback" that has sparked a public debate on the 
question of who should be saddled with the higher cutbacks. In re-
cent years, defense has usually been at a disadvantage in this debate, 
despite general agreement that defense is a supreme priority. Hence 
the changes in the defense budget over recent years (table 1).

*	Written in conjunction with Noam 
Gruber

Table 1. The Defense Budget, 
1999-2005   

Year Updated budget 
in NIS billion

1999 29.4
2000 30.5
2001 32.5
2002 35.2
2003 33.1
2004 32.4
2005 30.8 

Source: State comptroller's report for 2005. All fig-
ures represent the sum total of expenses in shekels 
from local sources, without conversions from US 
military aid funds. The 2005 figure is taken from the 
2005 budget principles as proposed by the Ministry 
of Finance.
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å Practicality
The defense budget is the largest 
among the various ministries, consti-
tuting approximately 18 percent of the 
overall budget.6 Barring a cutback in 
defense, it would not be possible to 
arrive at the necessary budget reduc-
tion without striking a mortal blow 
to other ministries. In addition, a cut-
back in defense reduces political and 
professional opposition to general 
cutbacks. 

In response, the defense establish-
ment argues that the defense budget 
must be removed from the political 
debate. In addition, a distinction must 
be made between the defense budget 
and the budgets of other ministries, 
according to their relative importance. 
As long as defense deals with the 
state's very survival, its present size 
must be regarded as a necessary con-
dition for existence. The budgets of 
the other ministries, however, define 
conditions of existence, and therefore 
have more room for flexibility.

The Treasury vs. the Defense Ministry
Four central issues are raised by the Ministry of Finance regarding the defense budget that 
the Ministry of Defense is called on to address:

The practical consideration is of 
great importance for negotiations 
over determining the budget. Some 
of the agreements achieved rely on 
the possibility, by no means assured, 
of changing the original budget allo-
cation during the course of the year. 
This process gained media coverage 
following the state comptroller's re-
port.

ç National Priorities
As part of its role, the Ministry of Fi-
nance considers itself obliged to set 
national priorities. It serves as the 
government's professional branch for 
allocating resources and examining 
the efficacy of their use. Exercising 
this responsibility, the Treasury gen-
erally prefers expenditures on health, 
education, and various social welfare 
expenditures.7

Defense's response to this argument 
refers back to the previous argument, 
with the added claim that short range 
administration of policy must be 

avoided as far as the defense budget 
is concerned, because planning for 
this budget is normally long range. 
Yearly changes result in waste and in 
planning difficulties.

The dispute between the minis-
tries of finance and defense raises the 
broader question, relevant to all min-
istries: who determines the priorities 
for national expenditures and on what 
basis? Which body is the appropriate 
branch to consider assessments and 
risks of all types, including hidden 
risks, according to priorities? Who de-
termines the order of importance for 
allocating budgets, whether marginal 
or primary? Can the Treasury's bud-
get department, staffed by outstand-
ing professionals who are working 
towards the realization of economic 
objectives on the deficit and the size 
of overall spending, also serve as the 
group making recommendations to 
the government on how to allocate 
budgets, based on evaluating risks 
from an overall national perspective, 
and not only those in the field of eco-
nomic policy?8 

over the budget have concluded, it 
is likely that until the final approval 
of the budget, some changes will be 
made. Still, it should be remembered 
that planning for the year 2006 has al-
ready begun within the defense estab-
lishment and other ministries, and the 
working assumptions of each minis-

try include the government's decision 
plus suppositions regarding the final 
arrangements that will be approved 
over the coming months.3 

This article presents the highlights 
of the debate over the defense bud-
get before it is to be presented to the 
Knesset.4 The defense budget is the 

largest of government budgets, but 
the political support it enjoys in the 
Knesset rests on the power of the de-
fense minister, with the prime minis-
ter wielding his influence according 
to changing considerations. There is 
no significant defense lobby in the 
Knesset.5 
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The complementary argument to 
the issue of national priorities is the 
Treasury's determination that eco-
nomic growth engines lie in the fields 
of civic investment, exports, and pri-
vate consumption. Defense spending 
does not contribute to sustainable or 
desired growth. The defense estab-
lishment, however, counters by as-
serting the contribution of defense 
spending to technology and its de-
velopment, exports, foreign relations, 
and the like. 

The fundamental issue that 
emerges from this debate is: does de-
fense spending impact negatively on 
the economy's growth? Seemingly, 
defense spending increases translate 
into reduced spending on growth en-
gines, i.e., civic investments, export, 
and private consumption. The notion 
that this is the sole relationship is so 
prevalent that the option of devel-
oping defense as a growth engine is 
rejected outright. But is this indeed 
the case? Professional literature and 
experts grappling with this issue ex-
press doubts regarding a necessar-
ily negative relationship between the 
two. For example, there is sufficiently 
broad agreement that technological 
education plays an important part in 
the building of future growth engines 
for the economy. The capabilities of 
the military system, by way of public 
resources, have given rise to technolo-
gies whose conversion to the civilian 
market have greatly contributed to an 
increase in exports and other growth 
engines.

é Military-Strategic 
Considerations
An additional argument raised 
by the Ministry of Finance is that 
Israel's strategic situation has 
changed, allowing for cutbacks in the 
defense budget. Examples include 
the changes in Iraq, the collapse of 
the so-called eastern front, and the 
ongoing presence of the American 
army in the region. Given the change 
in these strategic circumstances, the 
presumption is that the budget for 
2006 must be adjusted. Since most 
of the disengagement budget is not 
included within the defense budget, 
it will be possible to cut the defense 
budget, despite the issue of the 
removal of settlements and the army's 
involvement.

The defense establishment disagrees 
with the Treasury's assessment of the 
situation and rejects its conclusions, 
insisting that the authorized and re-
sponsible party for performing a na-
tional situation assessment is not the 
Ministry of Finance. More fundamen-
tally, however, the debate focuses on 
the essential issue – does a change in 
the assessment of the strategic situa-
tion oblige a budgetary change? 

In fact, a change in the assess-
ment of the strategic situation does 
not necessarily mandate a change in 
the defense budget. The immediate 
expected change is in force buildup 
and planning its use. Changes in 
force buildup do not warrant budget 
changes; rather, they point primarily 
to a change in how to employ existing 
power, for which no additional ex-

pense is required, unless it is not pos-
sible to adjust spending sufficiently 
or if the change in buildup demands 
new acquisitions.

Thus, the strategic changes occur-
ring in the world and the Middle East 
do not necessarily require an immedi-
ate change in the size of the budget; 
therefore, linking the situation in Iraq 
with the cutback in the defense budget 
is not a forgone conclusion. Also, state-
ments that the Gaza disengagement 
would lead to a cutback in security 
needs are not substantiated. Altering 
the defense budget as an outcome of 
changes in the strategic environment 
would be appropriate only as part of 
an overall analysis of the force needed 
for the new strategic situation. Only 
through such an analysis can budget 
needs and expenditures over time be 
determined. 

Force buildup and planning its use 
are not marginal activities of subtract-
ing or adding budgets and invento-
ries following a solitary change. They 
deal with the existing inventory of 
capabilities and ensuring its compre-
hensive operability under new con-
ditions. Sometimes a budget supple-
ment is needed, and sometimes not. 
This issue must be examined within a 
specific context. Thus, the differences 
between the defense and finance min-
istries in assessing required changes 
in the defense budget stem from dif-
ferences in their manners of analysis. 
The assessment of risks performed by 
the two ministries is totally different; 
and they diverge in their understand-
ing of force buildup methodologies, 
which represent separate organiza-
tional interests.



22

è Management of 
National Resources
It is the Treasury's responsibility to 
examine how effectively budgets 
were used by the various government 
ministries. Since the Ministry of Fi-
nance's ability to investigate and con-
trol the defense budget is relatively 
low compared with its ability to over-
see the budgets of other ministries, 
it has chosen a method to provide a 
response to this relative weakness. In 
other words, the Treasury maintains 
that the defense budget must be cut 
persistently so that the defense lead-
ership will seek the best and most ef-
ficient way of providing the required 
level of security within the framework 
of ever-decreasing resources.

Over the last years, mainly coinciding 
with its ability to know more details 
of the defense budget, the Treasury 
has begun to demand specific chang-
es beyond the continuous cutbacks, 
contrary to past recommendations 
and proposals.9 Generally, however, 
the defense establishment's response 
to demands for increased internal 
efficiency calls for the Treasury not 
to intervene, since it interferes with 
multi-year planning processes and 
has no understanding of the issues 
that it proposes to solve. Moreover, a 
division of responsibility exists under 
which increasing internal efficiency is 
the responsibility of the defense lead-
ership, not to mention the fact that the 
leadership itself is interested in this, 
without the need for the Ministry of 
Finance's intervention or encourage-
ment.

Here too, a fundamental ques-
tion arises on how to set in motion 
increased efficiency within the de-
fense establishment. The differences 
of opinion between the ministries are 
a product of different administrative 
outlooks and the partisan objectives 
of each ministry.

What is meant by "efficiency" re-
quires clarification, since this is a con-
cept understood differently by differ-
ent people. Here, efficiency is defined 
as the relation between an objective's 
value, or the expected benefit, and 
the cost of resources having alterna-
tive uses that have been invested in 
attaining the objective. This defini-
tion enables the formulation of two 
processes. The first points to the no-
tion that the more that is achieved 
from an objective through a smaller 
use of economic resources, the more 
efficiency rises, i.e., "maximum bang 
for the buck." This is an accepted 
mindset within the military for those 
seeking to achieve maximum mili-
tary strength and security within the 
budget at their disposal. The second 
process describes the increase of effi-
ciency as the process whereby fewer 
economic resources are used in order 
to achieve the objective, resulting in 
a rise in efficiency, i.e., "minimizing 
the cost per unit of output." This is a 
mindset characteristic of economists 
and budgeters interested in arriving 
at a designated security level (mili-
tary strength) at minimum expense.

Setting into motion processes of 
increased efficiency in the defense es-
tablishment is perceived differently 
by the two ministries. The defense 

establishment tends to view the first 
process as preferable, which allows 
it to plan for maximum security over 
time, even when a budget increase 
is required for a particular year. The 
Treasury, driven by macroeconomic 
considerations, prefers to adminis-
trate budgets on a yearly basis, while 
permitting, with limitations, a multi-
year purchasing process. This dimen-
sion of the debate will decline if the 
Treasury moves to allocating multi-
year budgets. 

Recommendations 
The inter-ministry debate is based 
on differing situation assessments, 
varying risk evaluation methodolo-
gies, different work cultures, and a 
lack of trust that has accrued over the 
years. Settling the budget debate will 
not only contribute to a more pleas-
ant public arena, but also to the ef-

ficiency of processes in government 
ministries, the government, and the 
Knesset. Thus, notwithstanding the 
chasm between the ministries, there 

The capabilities of the 
military system, by way 
of public resources, have 
given rise to technologies 
whose conversion to the 
civilian market have greatly 
contributed to an increase 
in exports and other growth 
engines.
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are some potential measures to bridge 
the divide:
n	 Setting up an advisory staff 

for the government and the prime 
minister. The advisory staff will fo-
cus on evaluating national risks, not 
only military ones, and prioritize the 
urgency and importance of handling 
them. The staff will deal with evalu-
ating military, social, environmental, 
and health risks, basing itself on work 
done in the various ministries. The 
staff's work will enable the Treasury 
to focus on its designated role, mac-
roeconomic policy, allowing another 
group to examine economic objec-
tives and dimensions against social or 
other objectives and dimensions. The 
staff must act solely as an advisory 
body, with authority for decisions 
remaining, as today, with the govern-
ment and the prime minister.

n	Linking budget clauses and 
policy objectives. Familiar spending 
budgets must change and reflect the 
objectives that the organization or 
ministry strives to achieve. A multi-
year budget focused on placing a 
price tag on objectives would serve as 
a fitting index for the measure of suc-
cess at various ministries in achiev-
ing their goals; this in contrast with 
the current situation where the bud-
get presents a collection of expense 
clauses whose linkage with any task 

or objective requires special work. In 
most cases this is not feasible. 

Creating the option of assigning a 
price tag to objectives obliges design-
ing budgetary tools for the long-range 
and short-range administration of 
tasks of the defense economy. Yearly 
budgets cannot provide a fitting solu-
tion for the cost of multi-year tasks; 
the tools needed include: budgeting 
tasks, multi-year budgets, involving 
Treasury staff in discussions of work 
programs at the Ministry of Defense 
(and at other ministries), and identi-
fying working techniques that trans-
form strategic objectives as the focus 
at all echelons. 
n	Optimizing institutional con-

trol mechanisms over the defense 
budget. The Knesset and the Ministry 
of Finance are the two official bodies 
that control the defense budget. The 
Ministry of Finance checks the level 
of the budget and the fulfillment of its 
clauses, while the Knesset is mandated 
to inspect and approve decisions and 
the use of the budget towards their 
realization. Neither of these bodies 
employs techniques for reviewing the 
fulfillment of tasks, except for check-
ing isolated expense clauses. Design-
ing appropriate tools, some of which 
also serve to link budget clauses and 
policy objectives, will improve ability 
to control the defense budget. 
n	Increasing efficiency as an 

ongoing process in the defense estab-
lishment.  Increasing efficiency in the 
defense sector is not a onetime move, 
but rather an ongoing process whose 
necessity must be recognized by the 
heads of this sector. In creating such 

awareness, the Ministry of Finance 
plays a fundamental, though not ex-
clusive, role. The concrete process 
must be coordinated between the two 

ministries, while allowing the option 
of planning to the defense system and 
the granting of appropriate funding 
to the Treasury.10 
n	Seeing defense spending as a 

growth engine. The defense budget 
for research and development must 
be increased for fields that private 
business organizations avoid due to 
business risk. Spending on techno-
logical education within the defense 
system should be increased as well 
as resources directed to the devel-
opment of technologies that can be 
used by both the military and civilian 
sectors. The given fact that defense 
spending will accompany the econ-
omy for many years to come, and in 
significant sums, justifies the search 
for a way to build a defense budget 
that contributes to other sectors, in-
stead of acting solely as a competitor 
for national resources. 
n	Creating analytical informa-

tion systems for the defense establish-

Does a change in the 
assessment of the strategic 
situation oblige a budgetary 
change?

Altering the defense budget 
as an outcome of changes in 
the strategic environment 
would be appropriate 
only as part of an overall 
analysis of the force needed 
for the new strategic 
situation.
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ment. Defining objectives and goals, 
evaluating policy, analyzing out-
comes, and designing savings plans 
are just some of the decisions that 
require information originating ex-
clusively from the defense sector. The 
preparation of data that can be publi-
cized and used for analytical goals is 
a condition for achieving trust among 
decision-makers and the public. More-
over, only reliable information that is 
publicly distributed can, over time, 
generate credibility for information 
that flows out of the defense estab-
lishment, and even more so, support 
the legitimacy of the system within 
the country's social system.11

Conclusion
Only a change in the budget model 
and a change in the government's 
working method can neutralize the 
more important hubs of the debate 
between the budgeted body and the 
body responsible for determining the 
budget, in this case the ministries of 
defense and finance, and thereby 
improve the allocation process. If no 
change is effected in the rules of the 
game, i.e., enlarging the circle of par-
ticipants in discussions over determin-

ing the defense budget with increased 
transparency; increased cooperation 
between the Ministry of Finance and 
the Ministry of Defense in discussions 
over work plans; and a refinement of 
external supervision over the deter-
mination and administration of the 
budget, distortions in the resource al-
location process will continue to grow 
in the Israeli economy. Without these 
measures, dialogue between the Trea-
sury and government ministries − the 
defense ministry chief among them − 
and even more so the public debate 
within and outside the Knesset will 
not be founded on reliable informa-
tion and structured thinking and will 
not proceed along more efficient and 
reasonable lines. 

Notes
1.	 In general there is no debate on the 

level of the overall reduction. The 
"economic formula" by which the al-
lowable deficit for the state budget is 
set at approximately 3 percent of the 
GDP is customary and accepted, al-
though its scientific validity is debat-
able. Still, it is worth noting that even 
more than this formula is perceived as 
a valid technique, it is seen as proof of 
determination and consistency in the 
administration of government policy. 
At the same time, there is no overrid-
ing need to sanctify the number 3 as 
the key to good policy administration.

2.	 The possibility that expenditures will 
fall in comparison with the previous 
year exists, for example, when gov-
ernment income does not increase as 
a result of lowering tax rates; or if in 
the previous budget year, a onetime 
expense was approved on a scale ex-
ceeding the approved percentage in-
crease in expenses.

3.	 All government ministries also take 

into account the possibility of a change 
in the budget during the working year. 
Usually benefiting from changes dur-
ing the year is the Ministry of Defense, 
which can demonstrate needs that 
must be fulfilled and the ability to 
purchase. The final outcome of chang-
es during the year does not alter the 
overall picture of the budget and the 
underlying macro-evaluations.

4.	 Changes in ministry budgets during 
the year are another issue that will not 
be discussed here. Suffice it to mention 
that this represents an administrative 
tool in the hands of the Treasury for 
regulating shortages and surpluses in 
the operations of the various minis-
tries and in the general budget.

5.	 Members of the Knesset with military 
backgrounds and almost certain sym-
pathy for the defense establishment 
understand that their political bases 
do not reside within the army; there-
fore their support for the system's de-
mands is not automatic.

6.	 The weight of budget spending on 
defense within unfixed expenses is 
growing. The relative size of the de-
fense budget represents a decisive pa-
rameter in cutback considerations.

7.	 It is not any way the intention here to 
discredit Treasury officials, who are 
not politically suspect. The political 
apparatus influences their decisions 
by way of the finance minister, who is 
a political figure.

8.	 The conceptual decision for efficient 
allocation is "simple": when marginal 
utility (the change in utility following 
a small increase in the budget) is equal 
among all ministries, allocation is "ef-
ficient." Due to the inability to actually 
measure marginal utility within vari-
ous ministries, it is not possible to em-
ploy this simple model for creating an 
objective tool for efficient distribution. 
It is therefore obvious that when there 
is no possibility to finalize amounts 
for allocation, the decision becomes 

Settling the budget debate 
will contribute to the 
efficiency of processes in 
government ministries, 
the government, and the 
Knesset.
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political-administrative (Treasury), 
and the process of fashioning and ap-
proving the defense budget is one of 
debate, with argumentative reasoning 
intended to convince the other side.

9.	 Required changes in the defense bud-
get according to the Treasury's under-
standing include: continued reduction 
of the budget, reduction of workforce 
expenses, civilianization of tasks, proj-
ect reviews, downsized delegations 
sent abroad, and unification of head-
quarters. The Treasury has also sug-
gested shortening compulsory service, 
although the committee appointed 
by the minister of defense has not yet 
formulated its recommendations. The 
Treasury is prepared to lend assistance 
via additional budgets for fulfilling 
structural revision programs in the de-
fense establishment.

10.	The reorganization that will lead to 
continued savings in resources lies 
within three fields:

	 • Defense production (including force 
buildup and activation during a con-
flict), especially: power buildup based 
on lifecycle costs of components; ca-
pabilities, buildup with flexibility that 
enables response to a variety of con-

flict situations; and response creation 
through comparing expected damage 
from the realization of the danger 
with the cost of the response. Note 
that insurance against all risks is ex-
pensive and inefficient, and includes 
evaluations regarding risks for which 
it would be wrong to initiate an early 
response.

	 • Management of defense resources (the 
defense economy), with an emphasis 
on subordination of economic deci-
sions to the establishment's strategic 
objectives. Objectives must be deter-
mined "top down," with the achieve-
ment of overriding objectives taking 
preference over all others. Decisions 
must be made according to long-range 
parameters and subordinate to system 
objectives. A single price mechanism 
must be installed by which decisions 
will be reached at all levels of the sys-
tem – the price mechanism – to enable 
putting a price tag on activities within 
the system (including regular soldiers 
who constitute the central hub of inef-
ficiency in the defense system). There 
should be trans-organizational joint 
action programs; exchange of owner-
ship of assets for outsourcing; coop-

eration with the business sector, rely-
ing on a division of labor such that the 
defense sector specializes in security 
production (a focus on core pursuits), 
and on the competence of the business 
sector; and transparency and account-
ability towards other sectors.

	 • Acquisitions system (connecting be-
tween the defense sector and other sec-
tions of the national economy), mainly: 
an organizational structure supporting 
efficient acquisition decisions (chiefly 
shortening the acquisition channel); 
optimization of performance, costs, 
and time (by formulating substitution 
rates between the three); acquisition of 
systems based on lifecycle cost; tim-
ing decisions – administrative delay 
causes increased acquisition prices; 
and continuous study and updates of 
best practice procedures existing in 
the field of purchasing organizations 
in Israel and the world.

11.	 Establishing an analytical research 
body within the defense establishment 
that will act as an evaluation and anal-
ysis center alongside decision-mak-
ers will also contribute to increasing 
the credibility of information flowing 
from the defense establishment.



26

Po
st

-D
is

en
ga

ge
m

en
t I

ns
ig

ht
s

Domestic Effects of the Disengagement
Meir Elran

Introduction
The implementation of Israel's withdrawal from the 
Gaza Strip and four settlements in northern Samaria 
was seen by many as a formative event in Israeli 
foreign policy, especially in relations with the Pales-
tinians, and in the domestic arena. For the first time 
since the Six Day War, Israel officially recognized 
that one of its cardinal strategic tenets was counter-
productive to its interests. As Prime Minister Sharon 
stated on August 15, 2005, the day the withdrawal 
began, “It is no secret that I, like many others, be-
lieved and hoped that we could forever hold on to 
Netzarim and Kfar Darom. However, the chang-
ing reality in this country, in this region, and in the 
world required another reassessment and changing 
positions.”1 Shimon Peres was blunter in his defini-
tion of events, when he declared on September 12, 
2005 that, “remaining in the Gaza Strip was an his-
torical mistake from start to finish.”

The implementation of the disengagement plan 
was undoubtedly an operational success. Despite 
the potential internal and external dangers and the 
bleak scenarios that loomed on the eve of the dis-
engagement, the exceedingly problematic evacu-
ation of thousands of citizens took place without 
serious casualties, without any major blunders, and 
with commendable speed. The motto that the IDF 
coined for the operation – “sensitivity and determi-
nation” – reflected the careful operational planning 
and emotional preparation for the disengagement. 
In the complex campaign over Israeli public opinion 
– which may have been the more important opera-
tion – those behind the disengagement plan had the 
upper hand. Facing them were the settlers and their 
supporters who strove to influence the public, first 
in order to foil the evacuation plan, and second to 
create a basis for preventing its repetition in the West 

Bank. Whether the clear failure of the first dimen-
sion will be matched by failure of the secondary 
goal remains to be seen.

Had the disengagement not been implemented 
smoothly, and this was certainly a possibility, the 
domestic implications would necessarily have been 
completely different, with tangible effects perhaps 
already evident. In what was perceived as a con-
test between Israel’s national political system and 
its challengers, the former clearly emerged the vic-
tor. Nevertheless, even if the state and its agents 
achieved a definite victory, it is not certain whether 
this was also an ultimate, decisive outcome.

This article does not deal with the security or 
foreign policy ramifications of Israel's withdrawal 
from the Gaza Strip to the 1967 lines. Rather, the aim 
here is to focus on the end to the settlement enter-
prise in Gaza and assess the domestic implications 
of the disengagement and their potential impact on 
national security. Given the storm that Israel weath-
ered during the evacuation of the settlers from 
their homes, the intense public debate the evacua-
tion awakened, and the glaring media exposure it 
received, there is room, even at this early stage, to 
examine a number of the related central issues that 
may have a formative influence on Israeli society.

The Trauma that Was(n't)
In the weeks leading up to the disengagement, the 
impressions were that it would be an extremely dif-
ficult operation that could escalate easily to include 
physical injury and extreme violations of Israeli law 
and social norms. This impression was intentionally 
created. It seems that from the outset, both sides, the 
government and its enforcement branches on the 
one hand and its opponents on the other, wanted 
to heighten the sense of a fracture that would bear 
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particular significance for future developments. Yet 
the reality of the evacuation was far smoother than 
the widespread predictions in the media. During the 
week of the disengagement, forty-seven incidents 
were defined as “extremism cases” (forty in the 
Gaza Strip and seven in Samaria)2 in which the IDF 
employed professional, specially trained negotiating 
teams (created when dealing with terrorists hold-
ing hostages). With the hindsight of the weeks and 
months since the disengagement, even if the storm 
has not completely dissipated, it seems in general 
that the public discourse has turned to other sub-
jects. Those who were evacuated from their homes 
have unquestionably undergone a severe personal 
trauma that may require years of physical and psy-
chological rehabilitation. But the general public that 
witnessed the evacuation through the unprecedent-
edly intense media coverage resumed its routine – if 
it had ever abandoned it. In the not too distant future 
will it be possible to say that the fading memory of 
Gush Katif resembles that of Yamit (not to mention 
that of the Altalena)?

At the same time, the state’s success in carrying 
out its policy, even by force, should not mask the 
difficulties in the evacuation of settlers and the de-
struction of settlements, and the distress it caused to 
parts of the public. As Brig. Gen. Gershon Hacohen, 
the commander of the division that implemented the 
evacuation in the Gaza Strip, stated after the event, 
“There was a real danger of bloodshed. There was 
a possibility that a violent rebellion would develop 
in Gush Katif. What tipped the scales against the 
danger of bloodshed was the way we operated with 
the presence of a large force, and the unique method 
of operation that we developed for this sensitive 
context . . . There were weapons there. There was 
a potential for severe violence. . 
. . There was an event here that 
had the potential for developing 
into a civil war . . .  There was 
a very profound conflict here. A 
conflict that can blow up a nation 
and crush a state. But through 
open and secret cooperation, we 

managed to prevent it. We built a bridge over the 
abyss.”3

The strength of the bridge and state of the abyss 
remain to be evaluated. Furthermore, the question 
arises whether the frightening scenarios that were 
presented to the public had in fact any solid basis 
at the outset, or were rather the reflection of multi-
directional manipulation. Whatever the case, the 
public perceived the evacuation, at least prior to and 
during the event, as an enormous menacing process 
that would be difficult to carry out.

The success of the implementation may contrib-
ute to shaping a number of the following important 
trends that in themselves are neither inevitable nor 
immediate. Many forces in the political system and 
the territories actively oppose them. However, polit-
ical developments of the coming months will build 
on the following fruits of the disengagement:
n	The strengthened legitimacy of the demo-

cratic government and its executive arms. In the face 
of increasing public criticism of the “politicians” – 
some of it certainly justified and by no means an ex-
hausted issue – Israel’s government system proved 
that when it leads with a clear message and with the 
support of the majority, however silent the majority, 
it is capable of making painful decisions and taking 

bold steps that change historical 
trends, even in the face of legiti-
mate political and sectoral op-
position as well as illegitimate 
threats. This in itself is an auspi-
cious outcome.
 n	Undermining national myths 
that have been instilled in the 

The Gaza border, along with most 
of the separation fence’s route, 
has reinforced the new national 
narrative on Israel's future 
borders, namely, “we are here 
and they are there.”

Head of Operations Maj. Gen. Yisrael Ziv (r) 
with a resident of Gush Katif
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Israeli public for years and that threatened (and per-
haps for this reason were created in the first place) 
to cement patterns that may have been correct in 
their day but that have failed the test of time: the 
perception of  security as a function of retention of 
the territories; the viability of the occupation and 
control over another nation; the ultimate function of 
the settlements as the main marker of Israel's bor-
ders; and the impossibility of evacuating Jewish 
settlements in the territories. In other words, what 
had been considered in the Israeli mindset as “un-
thinkable” may now have become “thinkable.” The 
first test will be the illegal outposts, at least some 
of them. A survey conducted by Yediot Ahronot and 
Mina Tzemah in late August found that 68 percent 
of those questioned believed that the illegal outposts 
should be dismantled; 54 percent thought that after 
the Gaza disengagement the peace process should 
be renewed and Israel should display willingness to 
withdraw from additional territories in Judea and 
Samaria.

n	The shaping of a new national narrative re-
garding Israel’s future borders through a political 
settlement or by a unilateral move. With the pull-
out from Gaza, the 1967 lines were reaffirmed with 
new strength and legitimacy. The Gaza border, along 
with most of the separation fence’s route and against 
the background of the peace agreements with Egypt 
and Jordan and the pullback from Lebanon to the 
international border, has reinforced the principle 
growing among the public, “we 
are here and they are there.” 
Contributing to this narrative are 
the West Bank settlement blocs, 
which, the prime minister has 
emphasized, will muster popular 
support for drawing the borders 
with the future Palestinian state. 

Between this position and the concession of lands 
east of the separation fence route (including the Jor-
dan Valley and Hebron) is a wide divide. Neverthe-
less, the new narrative is taking greater hold in the 
public consciousness, which will bolster the ability 
to translate it into practical measures.

Polarities in the Religious Zionist Camp
Perhaps the leading social issue of the disengage-
ment was the division between civic and religious 
discourse. Many in the general public opposed the 
disengagement (even after the disengagement was 
completed, 37.8 percent of the Israeli public and 41.3 
percent of the Jewish public remained opposed4), in-
cluding the prime minister's political representatives 
and influential members of his own party. In prac-
tice, however, those who actively supported the set-
tlers during the evacuation did not come primarily 
from the general public that opposed the disengage-
ment, and were not the politicians in and outside the 
Likud who derided the prime minister’s initiative. 
The vast majority of the activists came from the reli-
gious Zionist camp (to be distinguished from the re-
ligious public as a whole), although they too did not 
account for the entire religious Zionist population. 
Even at the large protest in Kfar Maimon on July 25, 
which included tens of thousands of protestors and 
was the last sizable physical standoff between the 
security forces and the opponents of disengagement 
that had any potential chance of reversing the dis-
engagement course, most National Religious Party 
voters stayed home.

By most accounts, the heart of the religious Zi-
onist camp suffered a profound shock during the 
disengagement process. Many expressed a sense of 
their ideological identification with the national Zi-

onist enterprise, at whose center 
stood the settling of Mandatory 
Israel, succumbing to a sense of 
betrayal and alienation. One ex-
ample is the statement by Rabbi 
Yaakov Meidan, one of the des-
ignated future heads of the Har 
Etzion hesder yeshiva [combin-

In the national religious camp, a 
heated debate is taking place on 
its future political direction.

Protesters at Kfar Darom; signs read "Kfar Da-
rom will not fall again" (top) and "God will not 
forsake His people" (bottom)
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ing military service with religious study]: “Decades 
ago, our public, the religious-Zionist public, made a 
strategic decision to live together with secular Zion-
ism. . . . We decided to forge an alliance . . . based on 
love for this land. On the desire for the revival of the 
state. . . . Those who went with us hand in hand to 
every place, including into the fire, have plunged a 
knife in our back . . . My complaints are not against 
the secular public as a whole . . . .The problem is 
with the secular elites. In the attitude of those elites I 
have the feeling of a knife in the back.”5

The disengagement heightened sentiments long 
present within this public, a public that has vacil-
lated for years between integration with the secular 
state and insulation from it. The question here, which 
leading spokespersons in the national religious camp 
have also posed, is whether the apparent disregard 
by the secular public and the government (perhaps 
the state, too?) of the national religious public’s val-
ues and needs will hasten incipient trends toward 
separation and perhaps even bring the national reli-
gious camp closer to a moral, social (and political?) 
pact with the ultra-orthodox camp. Rabbi Meidan 
discussed this issue, claiming that, “In order to forge 
an alliance with the secular elites, we neglected our 
more natural union with the Haredi [ultra-ortho-
dox] public. Today I think that was a mistake. In the 
future we will behave differently.”

It is too early to assess where the introspection 
spurred by the disengagement is leading. In the na-
tional religious camp, not a monolithic ideological 
bloc but with deep roots to the state and the state’s 
values, a heated debate is taking place on its fu-
ture political direction. Key figures in the camp at-
tribute Jewish religious values to the state and its 
strengthened position, as established early on by 
Rabbi Kook: “The State of Israel is the foundation 
of God’s throne in the world.” The integration of the 
national religious camp in the civilian state has also 
yielded common benefits and stands to continue to 
do so. According to Rabbi Yuval Sherlo, “It is true 
that the state is not administered according to Torah 
considerations. We must take the responsibility and 
ask what we have done that has led to this and what 

we can do that we have not done yet. There is so 
vast a space for activity, and instead of wallowing in 
deep despair we should be strengthened by a great 
faith and plunge into the immense tasks before us. 
There is no reality that cannot be influenced. There 
is always [a way], if the path is found, and since we 
are filled with the boundless energies that have been 
revealed in this struggle, we are forbidden to lead 
these energies to a reality of despair and retribution 
rather than moving forward.”6 

Commenting on the soul-searching within the 
national religious community, Professor Avi Ravitz-
ky of the Hebrew University predicts that the crisis 
will lead to certain elements in the national religious 
camp being drawn more to the ultra-orthodox, with 
others preferring to overcome the gap and reestab-
lish their ties to the secular public.7 Shai Binyamini, 
head of the movement Realistic Religious Zionism, 
observes that the national religious public is being 
divided by a deep crisis: “People will spit on the flag, 
vilify IDF soldiers, and the state. Religious Zionism 
will split into two [parts] – one, no longer Zionist, 
will lack identification with state . . . It will identify 
with the classic ultra-orthodox position . . . and the 
other part will preserve classic religious Zionism. 
This is the moderate stream, and proportionally – it 
is in the minority.”8 Rabbi Shlomo Aviner claims that 
perhaps “the time has come to appear as a party 
that moves forward, that speaks in the name of To-
rah, that instead of being divided marches forth to 
greater unity, and that binds within it all the differ-
ent people that proclaim the name of God, from the 
national religious to national ultra-orthodox, from 
Habad to Meimad.”9 

This internal debate will also probably have con-
siderable influence on the government’s position. 
The state has a keen interest in seeing that impor-

The army emerged from a 
challenging civilian task as the 
supreme champion of the nation, 
its unity, and its values.
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tant strong forces such as the national religious camp 
continue to be active and integrated in the state and 
its enterprises. The importance of this lies not only 
in safeguarding the abstract value of unity in Israeli 
society as an obligatory ingredient for strengthening 
the state and advancing its ability to meet internal 
and external challenges. It also has practical signif-
icance for everything connected with this sector’s 
contribution to the state, particularly the army and 
other resources. For the last generation the national 
religious public’s proportional representation has 
grown in the voluntary elite combat units, command 
positions, and service in the standing army. This has 
been a practical contribution as well as a message of 
ethical leadership. In Israeli society, which is charac-
terized by increasing divisions in the social, moral, 
and political spheres, the detachment from the main-
stream – not to mention insulation and alienation 
– of such a prominent camp will severely impair the 
value of national unity and its practical expressions 
in the realm of security. 

The IDF and the Police
If there were "winners" and "losers" in the dramatic 
story of the evacuation, then the IDF, and perhaps 
surprisingly the Israeli police too, emerged as the 
winners. From this practical, political, complicated, 
and problematic affair, these two official groups suc-
ceeded in advancing their institutional interests. 
Polls indicated overwhelming public approval of 
the performance of the security forces, even among 
those who opposed the disengagement.10 Indeed, 
the IDF won an immense degree of legitimacy as the 
state’s leading body, presumably the only one that 
could manage the disengagement's specific difficult 
challenges. This was especially apparent when com-
pared with the criticism – though not always justi-
fied – of the ineptitude within the special authority 
set up to help the evacuees and coordinate its activ-
ity with civilian government ministries. Thus, on the 
heels of the army's success in ending the second in-
tifada – praise that was accompanied by significant 
criticism and questions – the army emerged from a 
challenging civilian task as the supreme champion 

of the nation, its unity, and its values.
Little can detract its from the army’s success in 

the superb planning, preparation, and implementa-
tion of the disengagement. Significant for the future, 
however, is how this esteem impacts on Israel’s civil 
society and its relationship to the IDF. It seems in-
creasingly likely that if and when the government 
has need of a large and efficient implementation 
body, even for missions that lack popular consensus, 
it would turn mainly to the IDF.  Yet any future ci-
vilian scenarios that require a large mobilized force 
are liable to muster new reservations among IDF 
leaders, even if they naturally take responsibility for 
carrying out the task assigned by the political level. 
Moreover, because the success of the disengagement 
model does not guarantee similar successes in the 
future, the army's intense involvement in a civilian 
operation is likely to call the socio-military balance 
into question.

Some people claim that the army’s successful 
implementation of the disengagement will result, 
sooner or later, in the abolishment of the IDF’s main 
feature as a “people’s army.11  This characterization 
of the IDF and its questionable relevance for the 
future has headed the national agenda for many 
years. However, even assuming that the IDF contin-
ues the trend toward professionalism, together with 
the privatization of non-core processes such as the 
reforms in its reserve system, it will still remain in 
essence a “people’s army,” in the sense of general 
mandatory service, and it will retain its image as an 
organization standing above political, class, ethnic, 
and gender differences in Israel's Jewish society. 
Such an image earns the army prestige, resources, 
and political influence. Neither the evacuation of 
settlers nor the encounter with similar challenges 
in the future will lessen the interest of the IDF and 
the decision-makers to preserve the army as it is for 
years to come.

Yet in light of the lessons of the disengagement, 
is the IDF’s strength likely to be built in a difference 
form? As yet, there is no sign of this. On the con-
trary, the military proved that when given a clearly 
defined task and sufficient time for planning and 
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organization, it knew how to improvise and build 
the necessary task forces. The construction of large 
ad hoc forces on the basis of the standing army 
and rear echelon units not only proved itself in the 
specific assignment, but also proved that the pool 
is not depleted and can be used in the future, even 
for non-standard military tasks. Moreover, the IDF 
demonstrated again that it has to build itself in a 
generic structure for a wide variety of assignments, 
different from one another in character and require-
ment without enlarging the force. The IDF learned 
this lesson a long time ago, especially in the transi-
tion from involvement in linear, structured wars to 
asymmetric low-level conflicts. The current task that 
required dealing with an internal civilian object em-
phasized the necessity of this versatility.

Overall, insubordination and the refusal of mili-
tary orders has figured minimally within the IDF. 
With the disengagement, the issue surfaced in con-
text of a conflict of national vs. religious allegiances. 
According to army reports,12 in the course of the 
disengagement sixty-three soldiers refused to obey 
orders. Of these, fifty were conscripts, eight were in 
the standing army, and five were reservists; twen-
ty-four were hesder yeshiva students. Five of those 
who refused were officers in the standing army; the 
most senior officer among them was a captain in the 
logistics branch. This does not mean that the danger 
of a much larger wave of disobedience was not real. 
At any rate, the army soberly weighed this contin-
gency and made a serious informational and organi-
zational effort to counter it in time. Thus, the chief of 
staff stated in an Army Radio interview on August 
14 that disobedience is “one if the more dangerous 
phenomena in the army . . . that if not properly han-
dled when nominal can become a destructive phe-
nomenon. Disobedience contains 
something that is unacceptable 
to us – the creation of militias 
within the IDF.” Whatever the 
case, it seems that the relatively 
small number of “refusers” was 
also linked to the fact that the 
first circle of evacuation, which 
was in immediate contact with 

the evacuees, was made up primarily of police, con-
scripts, and regular soldiers from improvised units, 
whereas the infantry units, with a large proportion 
of religious soldiers, were deployed at a greater dis-
tance in security envelopes to protect against a pos-
sible Palestinian attack.

At any rate, because of the relatively low num-
ber of those who refused to obey orders, the IDF de-
cided not to confront the basic issue of the special 
service track for religious troops who study in the 
yeshivas. The army’s relationship with the hesder 
yeshivas was already on the agenda of the IDF and 
the public prior to the latest crisis. Yet in the current 
highly charged relationship between the IDF and the 
national religious camp, it is important to support 
those who call for the ongoing integration of the na-
tional religious camp into Israeli state institutions.13 
The same idea was strongly implied in the statement 
of Brigadier General Tal Russo, the commander of 
the division that was responsible for evacuating 
the four settlements in northern Samaria, in an in-
terview in Maariv on August 26, 2005. Asked if, as 
a commander, he was willing to accept new compa-
nies of hesder students, Russo said that “personally 
I would accept them because I think it is important 
to bring them into the IDF. But I imagine that in the 
present situation most brigade commanders, if they 
had the choice, would prefer not to take yeshiva stu-
dents. This is something we have to correct.”

Another important issue is the IDF-Israeli police 
integration and cooperation. It is no secret that at the 
beginning of the disengagement operation the heads 
of the two bodies tried to cast the bulk of the assign-
ment on the other. However, due to order of battle 
limitations and the efficiency of the system, the job 
of implementing the disengagement plan was given 

to the IDF, while the police orga-
nized itself for effective systems 
integration. The lesson here is 
clear and important. After the 
IDF’s success in combating ter-
ror during the second intifada, 
to a large extent thanks to close 
operational coordination with 
the General Security Services, 
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the disengagement operation proved that a systems 
benefit could be derived from operational coopera-
tion with the police. Many people in the IDF saw this 
as a revelation and innovation. In the future, given 
the proper meticulous preparation, effective systems 
integration can be employed again in civilian and 
semi-civilian missions, while relying on the profes-
sionalism demonstrated by some of the police units 
– the border police and special task force – that took 
part in the operation.

A completely different question concerns secu-
rity itself and the success and prestige that the police 
won in the wake of its performance during the evac-
uation. Will the police be able to channel this success 
to special tasks especially in the war on crime? There 
may be hope that in future thinking on the transfer 
of priorities at the national level, the Israeli police too 
will reap the benefits from its achievements during 
the disengagement. At any rate, the more diversified 
and flexible the police’s ability to employ its strength 
for law enforcement assignments and public order, 
the less that Israel will have to call on the IDF for 
civilian tasks that are lie on the borders of the con-
sensus. This is a trend worth encouraging.

Cautious Optimism 
In his speech to the nation on August 15, the prime 
minister declared: “The disengagement will allow 
us to look inward. Our national agenda will change. 
In our economic policy we will be free to turn to 
closing the social gaps and engaging in a genuine 
struggle against poverty. We will advance education 
and increase the personal security of every citizen in 
the country.”14 If Israel takes advantage of the disen-
gagement to try to realize these strategic objectives, 
then the disengagement initiative will be registered 
as a major turning point in the history of Israel. On 
the other hand, if it turns out that the prime minis-
ter’s statements were merely empty words, then Is-
raeli society’s ultimate impression of the disengage-
ment and the way it was handled will be much less 
favorable.                                                          
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In the months preceding the disengagement, Is-
raeli society rehearsed terrifying scenarios of 
the evacuation of settlements in the Gaza Strip 

and northern Samaria. Even Prime Minister Sharon 
himself, in somewhat of a careless comment, spoke 
of the potential of civil war. Opponents of the disen-
gagement plan warned that the withdrawal would 
result in an irreparable split between the state and 
the religious Zionist population, a large, active sector 
of the Israeli public. Almost everyone believed that 
the disturbing scenes witnessed during the Israeli 
evacuation of Yamit in 1982 did not compare to what 
awaited Israel in the Gaza Strip settlements. Senior 
IDF commanders spoke of a best-case scenario that 
included broken arms and legs, and Soroka hospi-
tal in Beer Sheva was instructed to make prepara-
tions to treat 200 injured people per day. Against this 
background of grim predictions, the smooth, quick 
evacuation, which surpassed even the best expecta-
tions, allowed Israeli society to breathe an immense 
sigh of relief.

Prior to the disengagement, it was argued in this 
journal that the widespread frightening scenarios 
were exaggerated and unrealistic. It was empha-
sized that there was no danger of civil war, and that 
religious Zionism’s mainstream was little likely to 
disengage from the state or lend its support to mass 
refusal of orders or other acts that would signifi-
cantly damage the IDF.1 Just as I believed that the 
scenarios back then were highly exaggerated (and as 
we have seen, this was in fact the case), I now regard 
Israeli society’s immense sense of relief as exagger-
ated as well. 

The discussion below focuses on this sense of 
misplaced relief. It aims to describe the dimensions 
of the crisis experienced by the settler population 
throughout Judea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip and 

The Post-Disengagement Anguish
Yehuda Ben Meir

parts of the national religious sector, and to assess 
the short and long-term implications of the crisis 
for this group, and for Israeli society in general. 
For the decisive majority of the Israeli population 
– supporters and opponents of the disengagement 
alike – the disengagement passed without having 
inflicted any great trauma. Furthermore, not only 
was the disengagement not traumatic, but in some 
ways Israeli society even emerged strengthened 
from the ordeal. According to all surveys, the feel-
ing that characterized Israeli society most after the 
disengagement was a feeling of pride and satisfac-
tion with the determined and sensitive way the IDF 
and the Israeli police force carried out the task. Most 
Israelis sympathize with the evacuees and identify 
in one way or another with their pain and sorrow; a 
large percentage of the population (albeit a minor-
ity) think that the disengagement plan was a mis-
take. Still, the vast majority regards the manner in 
which the disengagement was conducted as a great 
success for the State of Israel in general and for the 
IDF and the police force in particular. For this por-
tion of the population, the disengagement is a fait 
accompli that should be accepted and a point from 
which to move onward.

The Trauma of the Disengagement
The evacuees of Gush Katif, the greater settler popu-
lation (especially of the ideologically-based settle-
ments), and certain segments of the religious Zion-
ist community (primarily the "hardal" – the Hebrew 
acronym for the ultra-Orthodox national religious 
– sector) see things quite differently. The disen-
gagement in their eyes was a genuine trauma. For 
them, the passage of the disengagement plan by the 
Knesset and the cabinet resulted in a crisis of con-
sciousness – for many a crisis of religious faith, as 
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well as a crisis that punctured an entire worldview.2 
The actual disengagement and the specific way the 
evacuation was carried out intensified the crisis for 
a number of reasons. First, significant portions of the 
settler population and the ultra-Orthodox national-
ist sector sincerely believed that at the end of the day, 
the evacuation would not occur. During the weeks 
and days leading up to the evacuation, the word 
“disengagement” was consistently accompanied by 
the words “that will never happen”; Rabbi Morde-
chai Eliyahu, former chief rabbi of Israel, promised 
in a celebratory tone, “there will be no disengage-
ment!” Within the ultra-Orthodox nationalist sector 
were those who expected a miracle from heaven. 
The more pragmatic settlers were waiting for either 
a dramatic last-minute political turnaround or for 
the IDF to inform the government that it was unable 
or unwilling to carry out the evacuation by force 
(just as Chief of Staff Motta Gur had informed Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Rabin regarding the evacuation of 
settlers from Sebastia in 1975).

Today, with the wisdom of hindsight, these hopes 
appear to have been wishful thinking or products 
of immense self-delusion. And indeed, there was a 
large degree of self-delusion. This, however, does 
not detract from the intensity of the feelings expe-
rienced by this portion of the population during 
the days preceding the disengagement. The last is-
sue of Nekuda (the monthly publication of the Yesha 
– the Hebrew acronym for Judea, Samaria, and Gaza 
– Council) published before the disengagement 
clearly reflects the depth of the belief that it was still 
possible to prevent, stop, or at least delay the imple-
mentation of the disengagement plan.3 The fact that 
the evacuation was carried out in its entirety accord-
ing to the precise schedule set by Prime Minister 
Sharon, despite all the hopes, prayers, promises, 
lobbying, and efforts of its opponents, demonstrated 
that their labors had been in vain. The more this fact 
seeps into the consciousness of this portion of the Is-
raeli population, the more intense their psychologi-
cal, religious, and emotional crisis becomes.

Second, the settlers and the ultra-Orthodox na-
tionalist sector hoped that if the disengagement ac-

tually occurred, its implementation would involve 
a national trauma so overwhelming that it would 
be decades before any Israeli government or prime 
minister would even consider evacuating additional 
settlements in Judea and Samaria. However, they 
failed to achieve this aim as well. In fact, the evacua-
tion of the Gaza Strip in six days and the evacuation 
of all four settlements in northern Samaria in one 
day convinced many Israelis that the future evacua-
tion of settlements in Judea and Samaria – especially 

small isolated settlements – would not be a serious 
problem for a determined government with a ma-
jority in the Knesset. Indeed, the sense is that while 
Ariel Sharon was the leader who paved the way and 
was perhaps the only leader able to do so in the cur-
rent political context, in the future Sharon will not 
be the only one capable of such measures. In fact, 
many voices within Israeli politics are now calling 
for another unilateral disengagement in Judea and 
Samaria, and Eyal Arad and Eival Giladi, two of 
Sharon’s close advisors, have confirmed that such a 
possibility exists.

It is also worth noting that the leadership of the 
settler population − both the Yesha Council, the col-
lective public leadership, and the Yesha rabbis, the 
religious leadership − faced a difficult dilemma. 
How could they prevent the use of violence that 
would most likely turn public opinion against the 
settlers, but at the same time sear the evacuation into 
the consciousness of the Jewish population of Israel 
as a major trauma in order to prevent additional 

The evacuation of the Gaza Strip in 
six days and of all four settlements 
in northern Samaria in one day 
convinced many Israelis that the 
future evacuation of settlements in 
Judea and Samaria would not be a 
serious problem for a determined 
government with a majority in the 
Knesset.
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Israeli withdrawals? The settler 
leadership found no solution to this 
dilemma and consciously decided 
on preventing serious violence as a 
foremost priority. Special emphasis 
was placed on banning resistance 
with live ammunition, which was 
not done in such a determined man-
ner during the evacuation of Yamit. 

The Yesha Council claims that 
this was a principled decision, re-
flecting its priority of maintaining 
its relationship with Israeli society 
over the value of Jewish settlement. 
Without doubting the sincerity of the leaders of the 
Yesha Council, there is also reason to believe that 
this conscious choice reflects the serious trauma of 
Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination, still perceptible ten 
years after the fact. During the months leading up 
to Rabin’s assassination, the settlers waged a cam-
paign of incitement against the prime minister, the 
likes of which had not hitherto been seen in Israel. 
While the overall majority of the public was indif-
ferent at first, the assassination by Yigal Amir trans-
formed this indifference into a powerful backlash 
aimed at the country’s national religious population 
in general and the settlers in particular. It was clear 
to the leadership of the settlers that if during the dis-
engagement a soldier or a police officer were killed, 
this would again snap the Israeli public out of its 
indifference and spark a harsher response against 
the settlers and against the settlement project in its 
entirety. This meant risking everything, which was a 
chance the settler leaders were unwilling to take.

Thus, the transformation of the disengagement 
into reality and the way it was carried out intensi-
fied the crisis that the settlers and the ultra-Ortho-
dox nationalist sector were already experiencing. 
Just as the human body defends itself immediately 
upon suffering a blow and only begins to feel the 
intensity and pain of the blow after the passage of 
time, the same is true of the spirit and the soul. Only 
with the passage of time have the settlers and the 
ultra-Orthodox nationalist population begun deal-

ing with the intensity of the cri-
sis. The more time that passes, the 
greater the sense of frustration, 
disappointment, bitterness, and 
helplessness experienced by this 
portion of the population. During 
the days and weeks that followed 
the disengagement, or to use the 
language of the settlers, after the 
prime minister’s destruction of 
Gush Katif, taking revenge against 
Ariel Sharon became the settlers’ 
primary aim. They invested great 
efforts in defeating Sharon within 

the Likud party’s Central Committee and ousting 
him from power. For the settlers, punishing Sharon 
would offer a degree of consolation and would also 
send a clear message to other Israeli leaders, that 
“this is what happens to the man who raises his 
hand against the Land of Israel." Sharon’s surprising 
and impressive victory within the Central Commit-
tee prevented them from achieving this goal as well, 
which may well result in further intensification of 
the settlers’ feelings of frustration, disappointment, 
bitterness, despair, and helplessness.

The Road Ahead
That such feelings are harbored among a sector of 
the population, which until now has been highly 
represented in state institutions (unlike the major-
ity of the ultra-Orthodox "haredi" population), is ex-
tremely dangerous for the social fabric of the state. 
These feelings could result in this population’s alien-
ation and isolation from the overwhelming major-
ity of Israel’s population, which would be a major 
blow to social consolidation and coherence within 
the country. In fact, even before the disengagement 
was carried out, voices within the ultra-Orthodox 
nationalist public held that if the state disengages 
from the Land of Israel and the settler population, 
they in turn will have to disengage from the state.

More generally, the settlers, the ultra-Orthodox 
nationalist sector, and other parts of the religious Zi-
onist community have been debating intensely the 
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reasons for the failed campaign against the disen-
gagement, as well as the direction they should fol-
low in the future. This debate has included all voices 
and virtually the full spectrum of opinions. It has 
heard calls to disengage from the state, to refuse ser-
vice in the IDF, to move closer to the ultra-Orthodox 
sector, to engage in civil disobedience to the point 
of open rebellion, and to organize forces in order 
to gain political control of the government. Predict-
ably, the harshest responses have come from the 
youth who for months played an active role in the 
struggle against the disengagement, as well as from 

the evacuees themselves. These people feel betrayed 
and regard the disengagement as a terrible defeat. 
As is usual in such situations, they are looking for 
whom to blame. Their focus is primarily on the Ye-
sha Council and to a certain degree on the Yesha rab-
bis, based on the claim that the struggle these lead-
ers waged was too moderate and too weak. Instead 
of leading an active resistance, the critics argue, the 
leaders limited themselves to mere protest and pre-
vented a large portion of the population that was 
willing to oppose the evacuation in a much more 
active and determined manner from doing so. Here 
and there, more extreme voices can also be heard 
branding the Yesha Council as "collaborators" who 
knowingly cooperated with the IDF, the police, and 
the government in thwarting significant resistance 
to the evacuation, coining terms like the “Pesha” 
(crime) Council and the “Yeshu” (Jesus) Council (be-
cause it too turned the other cheek).

The main lesson learned by a portion of the set-
tlers and the ultra-Orthodox nationalist population, 
albeit a minority within this collective, is that “one 
doesn’t win by using love” and that victory can 
only be achieved by active and forceful resistance. 

Undoubtedly, some are already preparing the ideo-
logical (and perhaps even physical) foundation for 
active and violent resistance to future attempts to 
withdraw from territory in Judea and Samaria, and 
this is the source of the great danger facing Israeli 
society and the state. A potential foundation for Jew-
ish terrorism and religious and political subversion 
now exists, as does the possibility of a completely 
different type of resistance to all future decisions 
involving the evacuation of settlements from Judea 
and Samaria.

The rhetoric used by extremist opponents of the 
disengagement plan (characterized by compari-
sons to the holocaust and the use of terms such as 
expulsion, racial transfer, and crimes against hu-
manity) has now become a problematic obstacle 
for the leaderships of the settler community and 
the ultra-Orthodox nationalist population. Any in-
tense, committed struggle always involves risk. 
If the struggle is ultimately successful, there is no 
problem. If it fails, however, it is very difficult to 
control the frustrated and extremist responses of the 
disappointed losers. Indeed, the Yesha Council, the 
overwhelming majority of the rabbinical and spiri-
tual leadership of the ultra-Orthodox nationalist 
sector, and the more religiously centrist Bnei Akiva 

youth movement (which represents a large portion 
of the religious Zionist population) are presently in 
the midst of an immense damage control operation. 
These forces completely reject the ideas of looking 
for guilty parties and disengaging from the state, 
the IDF, and secular Israeli society. Prominent fig-
ures such as Rabbis Haim Druckman, Motti Elon, 
and Yuval Sherlo have made clear public statements 
to this effect.4 Rabbi Druckman said that “the worst 
Israeli government is far better than the best exile.” 
Rabbi Sherlo has argued that “adopting the ultra-
Orthodox model…is a direction that would ensure 

The transformation of the 
disengagement into reality 
and the way it was carried 
out intensified the crisis.

A potential foundation for 
Jewish terrorism and religious 
and political subversion now 
exists.
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our status as an isolationist cult.” The major mes-
sage of a decisive majority of the rabbis and public 
leaders in the ultra-Orthodox nationalist camp has 
been that disengagement from the state or from the 
IDF and the adoption of the ultra-Orthodox model 
would be tantamount to the total collapse of the cen-
tury-old religious Zionist ethos.

It is impossible to predict how the intense debate 
will be resolved, and there is also no way of know-
ing if the crisis has crested or if the peak still lies 
ahead. The settlers and the ultra-Orthodox national-
ist camp are now clearly facing great confusion and 
a serious problem, the outcome of which only time 
will tell. And while this population accounts for 
only a minority among religious Zionists, it is not 
a small group, and numerical inferiority does not 
quash the seething frustration harbored by many. 
Herein lies the danger to the Israeli society that in 
its post-disengagement relief overlooks the crisis of 
a whole collective. 

As for the mainstream of religious Zionism, 
which accounts for the majority of the country’s na-
tional religious population, it clearly does not intend 
on disengaging from the state, its institutions, or Is-
raeli society, nor will it condone attacks on or alien-
ation from the IDF. This population is not about to 
change its lifestyle, despite its identification with the 

evacuees of Gush Katif. Significant also are the voic-
es within religious Zionism pointing in another di-
rection, calling for soul-searching of a different kind. 
These voices are asking whether religious Zionism 
was mistaken to have placed such a strong, almost 
exclusive emphasis on the Land of Israel while at the 
same time neglecting the people of Israel. Some have 
posited that the nationalist religious camp itself is 
responsible to a large degree, due to its behavior and 
isolationism, for the split that emerged between it-
self and Israeli society as a whole. A prominent rep-
resentative of this approach is Bar-Ilan University 
president Prof. Moshe Kaveh, who has categorically 
rejected the involvement of rabbis in political issues 
and argues that religious Zionism must increase its 
efforts to make connections with the state and with 
secular society in Israel.5 And indeed, the majority 
of religious Zionists will continue reciting the tradi-
tional text of the prayer for the State of Israel, serv-
ing in the IDF, celebrating Independence Day, iden-
tifying with state symbols, and, most importantly, 
seeing themselves as an inseparable part of Israeli 
society. For this segment of the population, which 
constitutes the majority of the religious Zionist pub-
lic, identification with the state of Israel, the IDF, and 
Israeli society is stronger even than the value of Jew-
ish settlement.
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For the majority of the religious 
Zionist public, identification with 
the state of Israel, the IDF, and 
Israeli society is stronger than the 
value of Jewish settlement.
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The Disengagement Price Tag
 

 Imri Tov

An economic assessment of the disengage-
ment includes two elements: one, calcu-
lating the planned financial expenses; and 

two, an estimate of the disengagement’s long-range 
economic yields, which by definition, cannot yet be 
assessed.1 The focus of this discussion, therefore, is 
the assessment: of the costs involved in the evacua-
tion of the Gaza Strip and northern Samaria.

The assessment will address two sets of ques-
tions: the first deals with the total cost of expenses 
for implementing the disengagement and includes 
the estimate at the time of the planning, the reasons 
for deviations from the estimate, and examining 
whether such a change is liable to cause a macro-
economic change in the Israeli economy. The second 
set of questions focuses on changes in the nature of 
public spending following the disengagement and 
its likelihood of being a macroeconomic influence on 
the Israeli economy.

Disengagement Expenses: Estimate and 
Deviations
In December 2004 the Jaffee Center estimated the 
cost of the disengagement plan at between 6 and 9 
billion NIS.2 This figure included civilian expenses 
(5-7 billion NIS) and costs of the IDF’s redeploy-
ment (1-2 billion NIS). The estimate reflected the as-
sumption that at the time the plan was publicized, 
policymakers, at both the professional and political 
levels, asked that the lowest threshold of estimated 
expenses be the figures published.

When the evacuation of the Jewish settlements 
from the Gaza Strip was completed, the press was 
flooded with reports that the move had been accom-
panied by a rise in financial outlay. According to the 

media the deviation from the original cost estimate 
(the bottom threshold) came to 3-4 billion NIS. As 
such, the total estimated cost outlay for the evacu-
ation of Gush Katif and completion of the Gaza 
disengagement plan (including resettlement of the 
inhabitants) would reach 10-11 billion NIS, or over 
2 percent of the annual GDP. The plan called for this 
amount to be spent gradually over a two to three 
year period. Beyond tactical considerations in the 
economic and political spheres, there are a number 
of explanations for this deviation. The deviations 
from the cost budgeted, in overall amount and its 
breakdown, seemed to focus on the following areas: 
the compensation estimates for the evacuation that 
were based on the treasury’s lowest figure; the cost of 
building infrastructures for new settlements, a cost 
that had not been budgeted; the actual cost of the 
evacuation that apparently deviated from the origi-
nal plan by tens of millions of NIS; and, of course, 
errors in planning under pressure. In the military 
sphere, no information is available on changes in 
the army’s planned deployment or changes in its 
estimate cost.

How will an increase in the reported sum affect 
the Israel’s budgetary deficit? The state’s budget (in 
shekels) is supposed to pay for the entire cost of the 
disengagement. Information on the distribution and 
size of the amounts allocated for the coming years 
is not available. It seems, however, that the budget 
plan intends to stay within the limits of the national 
deficit in the current fiscal year (2005) and the com-
ing years. The chances of receiving American aid are 
low, given the magnitude of the recent natural disas-
ters in the southern United States. Nevertheless, it is 
possible that this is only a temporary postponement 
of American aid.

*	Written in conjunction with Noam Gruber
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The Budgetary Outlay since the 
Evacuation
The evacuation of Gush Katif from the Gaza Strip 
changes the public cost connected with the popula-
tion that was evacuated. First, the one-time cost for 
the evacuees’ resettlement has increased, including 
the preparation of new sites for evacuee resettlement. 
Second, the evacuation of the Gaza settlements has 
raised another public-budgetary issue: will there be 
any cost savings?

In other words, it may be claimed that the civil-
ian budgets distributed to the Gush Katif settlers are 
larger than those given to citizens inside the Green 
Line. It should be mentioned that different estimates 
exist regarding the per capita budgetary expense in 
Gush Katif. Whatever the case, the cost discrepancy 
is not serious from a macroeconomic point of view. 
Thus, the disengagement’s importance lies in its 
social-political implications rather than its budget-
ary-economic significance. Furthermore, although 
the evacuation obviates certain ongoing expenses 
(for example, regional councils, security, and infra-
structure maintenance) such savings should not be 
sought in the budget until after the evacuees have 
been resettled within the Green Line. Therefore the 
estimated costs do not include an estimate of the 
gap, whether positive or negative, in the per capita 
outlay in different regions.

Conclusion
Disregarding the political ramifications, the eco-
nomic situation estimate rests on two partial assess-
ments: one, the overall expense of the disengage-
ment and its degree of influence on the size of the 
state’s budget deficit and government outlay; and 
two, the composition of the cost and its relative re-
gional or industrial sector concentration.  

The overall cost of the Gaza disengagement will 
be approximately 2 percent of the GDP. Only if this 
sum is soon channeled to the economy as an addi-
tion to the general demands will pressure be exerted 
on the local resources, such that growth may be ac-
celerated while the deficit increases in the regular 

accounting of the balance of payments. In this sce-
nario, prices could rise in local input centers for con-
struction infrastructures and associated industries. 
However, since the treasury has budgeted the cost, 
while deviating slightly from the deficit’s parame-
ters and the increased costs at the basis of its macro 
policy, a change is not to be expected in the conduct 
of the economy after the disengagement.

Nevertheless, the concentration of expenses in 
the southern region, especially in Ashkelon and its 
vicinity would probably generate regional develop-
ment that would create an active economic periph-
ery outside the greater Tel Aviv region. Furthermore, 
against the backdrop of plans for resettling Gush 
Katif evacuees, if the cost for developing the Galilee 
and Negev regions increases, this could be seen as 
an affirmative social-economic move. In addition, 
the military cost that focused on the redeployment 
of camps and bases will also create demands for con-
struction and industrial products for the security of 
civilian settlements under the threat of steep trajec-
tory fire. This additional expense will also contribute 
to the development of the southern region. 

Notes
1.	 Political uncertainty about Israeli-Palestinian relations 

renders the issue of mutual influence and interconnec-
tion between the two economies beyond analysis, and 
what remains is to broach various alternatives. The 
border crossings and the preferred customs regime are 
exceptionally sensitive issues that demand immediate 
resolution, but even here, a decision independent of 
political-security considerations is essentially impossi-
ble. Additional economic-related questions have been 
raised in Israel's public debate, mainly: will the disen-
gagement improve Israel’s economic rating in the eyes 
of foreign agencies that rank national economies? Can 
the import of vast sums of money be expected after the 
disengagement? Will the stock market start to climb af-
ter the disengagement? The answers to all these ques-
tions depend on the political and economic develop-
ments in the post-disengagement period, and therefore 
the actual disengagement’s influence on these answers 
is non-essential and undoubtedly transitory.

2.	 Imri Tov, “Economic Implications of the Disengage-
ment Plan,” Strategic Assessment 7, no. 3 (2004): 16-23.  
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The Disengagement and Israel’s 
Media Strategy

Hirsh Goodman

Implementation of the disengagement from Gaza 
in August 2005 had all the ingredients for a me-
dia extravaganza that would be disastrous for 

Israel’s image. Scenes of soldiers and police having 
physically to drag settlers from their homes; prepa-
rations for possible armed resistance by those op-
posed to the decision; the specter of Jew fighting 
Jew; Israeli bulldozers leveling the settlements after 
their evacuation as if a scorched earth policy was in 
progress: all these were images that might well cast 
Israel as a warring, militaristic society, even toward 
its own citizens.

And then there was the relatively high probabil-
ity that the pullback would take place under a hail of 
Palestinian rocket and mortar fire, to make it look as 
if Israel was withdrawing under fire, leaving Gaza 
with its tail between its legs with the same potential-
ly negative strategic consequences created by Israel’s 
withdrawal from southern Lebanon on May 24, 2000. 
It was claimed that Hizbollah’s perceived armed vic-
tory against Israel in southern Lebanon encouraged 
the Palestinians to launch their intifada four months 
later in September 2000 – and even if most analysts 
in Israel are highly skeptical of the theory, it has had 
its proponent nonetheless.

The threat of a media fiasco was by no means 
overblown. In the almost five years of conflict with 
the Palestinians that preceded the Gaza pullback, 
Israel's media relations were, to put it mildly, not 
successful. With the Gaza disengagement, however, 
the way in which the move was portrayed both in-
side Israel and to the world indicated that clearly 
something very fundamental had changed in Israel's 
media policy. Instead of excluding the media, as was 
Israel’s general policy to date, media access was fa-

cilitated and encouraged, and the branches of gov-
ernment involved in the evacuation and the security 
forces cooperated fully in this effort.

Behind the New Media Policy
Prior to the implementation of the disengagement, 
workshops on the media and its importance were 
conducted with those charged with carrying out the 
evacuation. Brig. Gen (res.) Eival Giladi, the coordi-
nator of the disengagement in the prime minister's 
office, proved a highly articulate spokesperson as he 
briefed the press in a systematic and ongoing man-
ner, and he was perceived as a voice of authority on 
the issue. Army Spokesperson Brig. Gen. Miri Regev 
was able to persuade many in the General Staff, par-
ticularly O.C. Southern Command, Maj. Gen. Dan 
Harel, who had overall responsibility for the opera-
tion, to take a chance on a policy of openness with 
the media even though the presence of the media 
could complicate his mission. “He thought that the 
media should not be in or near the homes but at least 
100 meters away from there. Harel understands the 
importance of the media but his first commitment is 
to his mission and I can appreciate his position. The 
media can escalate a situation,” Regev told Yediot 
Ahronot on August 12, three days before the disen-
gagement began.

The incident that tilted the command toward a 
policy of media openness came on June 30, 2005, 
with the decision to evacuate hard-line disengage-
ment opponents from the hotel at Neve Dekalim. 
Given the fanaticism of those who had holed them-
selves up in the hotel, the army assumed with a 
high degree of certainty that a confrontation, pos-
sibly even with life threatening consequences, could 
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erupt between those at the hotel and the evicting 
forces. Those in charge also assessed that the pres-
ence of media and cameras would serve to incite 
the opponents even further. It was thus decided that 
the media would be exposed to the evacuation in a 
controlled, phased manner whereby they would be 
kept at a distance during the actual first stage of the 
evacuation and then, when the situation had settled 
down, be brought to the scene under the auspices 
of the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit. The orders then 
changed and instead of watching from a distance, 
the reporters were ordered back to the Kissufim 
checkpoint, some ten minutes drive from the hotel, 
and from there the army's Spokesperson’s Unit was 
to drive them to the hotel when operational condi-
tions permitted.

“And then began to unfold the worst nightmare 
a spokesperson can have,” said Regev in a Septem-
ber 15 lecture delivered on the Army Radio’s Open 
University program. “The buses never arrived on 
time due to bureaucratic reasons and then when 
they finally arrived they were blocked on the roads 
to Neve Dekalim by protesting settlers. Some media 
personnel who had managed to get into the closed 
military area were injured while being forcibly made 
to leave the area.” (Two were arrested and led away 
with their hands cuffed behind their backs.) “And 
cameramen who were in the hotel without permis-
sion caught this all on camera and, in the end, the 
media who were there illegally were able to docu-
ment the event the responsible media was barred 
from.”

The whole operation was over in fifteen minutes, 
which meant that those journalists who had coop-
erated with the IDF Spokesperson's Unit were pe-
nalized and furious. Worse, what the media got was 
neither the message nor the impression that the army 
and police wanted to create. That night the news fo-
cused more on the tensions between the media and 
the army than on the fact that in a brilliant, disci-
plined, well-planned move, the evacuating forces 
managed with skill and dexterity to deal with a po-
tentially explosive situation. In short, from a spokes-
person's view, everything that could go wrong did 
go wrong, leaving Regev's personal relations with 

the media in tatters, and this after only a month on 
the job. “I came to a fundamental conclusion,” she 
said, namely, that angry and frustrated media is bad 
media. The fact is that the reporters who were in the 
hotel illegally did not interfere with the force's carry-
ing out its mission, proving that fears of media pres-
ence were exaggerated.

As a result of the incident, the disengagement 
planning team headed by Giladi fundamentally re-
examined its media policy. The lesson of Neve Deka-
lim was that the media has a presence everywhere. 
In this day and age of new technologies, where cell 
phones have global transmission capabilities, the 
media is omnipresent. Also, in the specific case of 
the disengagement, the media crews had months to 
prepare and plan their coverage. Understanding that 
the authorities might prefer that they not be on site, 
reporters had been building up a steady presence in 
the Gaza Strip for weeks. In all, some 2000 foreign 
journalists and hundreds of local journalists were on 
hand to cover the event. All the major news chains 
had rented homes in Gush Katif for their reporters 
and crews and linked them to satellite hookups and 
the like. Hundreds of cameras and telephones had 
been distributed to local residents to document the 
event. Clearly if the Neve Dekalim fiasco was not to 
be repeated a new media policy was needed.

Managing the Message
The planning team came to several conclusions, most 
importantly, if the IDF and police wanted to control 
the message they had to control the media. They 
could not allow settlers with cell phones to dictate 
the disengagement narrative. This lesson had been 
dramatized three years earlier, in May 2002, when 
Israeli forces were reported by the international me-

The way the Gaza disengagement 
was portrayed both inside Israel 
and to the world indicated 
that clearly something very 
fundamental had changed in 
Israel's media policy.
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dia to have committed a massacre in the Jenin refu-
gee camp when, in fact, no such massacre had taken 
place. The reasons for this, it was later determined, 
were twofold: one, a breakdown in communications 
between the military conducting the operation and 
the Foreign Ministry, responsible for explaining the 
action to the world; and two, the decision to ban the 
media from covering the event under terms agreed 
upon with the IDF led to the world’s airwaves being 
dominated by rumor and Palestinian propaganda, 
causing tremendous damage to Israel’s image and 
foreign relations. 

Drawing on this lesson and the experience of 
Neve Dekalim it was decided to facilitate as much 
media coverage as possible through agreement 
between representatives of the press and the IDF 
Spokesperson’s Unit. Some limits were set, but gen-
erally a policy of total openness was declared and a 
massive logistics campaign was launched in order 
to ensure that full media coverage occurred. A press 
center was established, transportation was provid-
ed for all, and the media was present with both the 
evacuating forces and the families in their homes, if 
the families did not object. The limitations included 
that media could not move from settlement to settle-
ment freely (this being so as not to clog the evacua-
tion routes) and that in certain instances when hu-
man lives were threatened or it was judged that the 
media would inflame the situation, some areas could 
be temporarily declared closed military areas.

In tandem, commanders, soldiers, and police 
who would be charged with carrying out the evacu-
ation underwent intensive media sensitivity train-
ing. They would operate according to strict guide-
lines set by the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit and also 
learn about how to present themselves to the media. 
Critical here was training the forces 
not to be provoked by incendiary 
behavior, displayed subsequently 
by some disengagement opponents 
who called soldiers Nazis or spat 
at them. "Keep cool; the cameras 
are watching every move," was the 
message inculcated systematically 
into the forces. Also, a rule was set 

whereby media could be excluded only based on 
consultation between the highest ranking officer in 
the field and Regev herself, and only enforced in ex-
treme cases, for example, a group of people threat-
ening to blow themselves up. Charles Enderlin, the 
veteran correspondent for France-2 Television and 
a harsh critic of the IDF’s policies in the past, told 
Haaretz on August 28 that “the organization worked 
as never before. Somebody planned this carefully 
with the intention of changing Israel’s image in the 
international media and it worked.” 

The careful planning was the result of several 
factors: 
n	A clear understanding of what the IDF want-

ed to achieve in terms of its message was formulated 
early on and was flexible enough to be constantly 
updated and changed according to need. 
n	Giladi, as head of planning the disengage-

ment, had the strong support of the prime minister 
and therefore the authority of the prime minister.
n	The lessons of the past, particularly an ap-

preciation for new media technologies that make it 
impossible to hide the story, led to a situation of non-
confrontation with the media that facilitated Israel’s 
ability to convey its message rather than having the 
airwaves dominated by rumor and propaganda
n	The disengagement was an “easier sell,” par-

ticularly for the foreign media, as it portrayed Israeli 
against Israeli and the uprooting of Jewish settle-
ments, without having to “sell” Israel’s occupation 
of the Palestinians and its conflict with them.
n	Though only in her job for three months, 

Regev had extensive media background, having 
served in the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit for twenty 
years, including as deputy; in the prime minister’s 
office; and as the chief military censor. She had been 

appointed to her position by Chief 
of Staff Dan Halutz and, like Giladi 
with the prime minister, was un-
derstood to speak on his authority.
n	Extensive media planning 

for the operation was undertaken 
by the IDF Spokesperson’s staff 
under the previous spokesperson, 
Brig. Gen. Ruth Yaron, which al-

Maj. Gen. Dan Harel with Brig. Gen. Miri 
Regev
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lowed for a smooth transition between the unit com-
manders.

 According to Regev in her lecture on Army Ra-
dio, she and the others responsible for determining 
the IDF’s information policy during the disengage-
ment were guided by the following principles:
n	The disengagement was being conducted 

under intense public debate, with the opponents 
well-organized, vociferous, and unwilling to resign 
themselves to the move even though it was passed 
into law in February 2005.
n	The IDF’s image and role as the people's 

army in the service of democracy was threatened by 
the strong attempt of the ant-disengagement camp 
to involve the IDF in the political debate. In con-
sequence a cardinal rule was set whereby the IDF 
would explain only how the disengagement was 
taking place and not why.
n	Some rabbis and settler leaders who rejected 

the legitimacy of the disengagement and threatened 
to de-legitimize anyone associated with it called on 
soldiers to disobey orders. The IDF, therefore, had to 
establish beyond any doubt its determination to ex-
ecute the mission handed down by a democratically 
elected government in Israel.
n	At the same time the mission the army was 

being asked to conduct was qualitatively different 
from other missions, including forcibly removing 
people from their homes, most of them law abiding 
citizens, some of whom had lived in Gush Katif for 
thirty years. Therefore in carrying out this mission 
the IDF had to show sensitivity as well as determi-
nation. Indeed, those two words, sensitivity and de-
termination, became the working title of the IDF’s 
media plan for the disengagement itself.
n	Insubordination and the pressure to refuse to 

fulfill orders had to be quashed with an iron first giv-
en the potential strategic harm to the IDF, its image, 
and self-confidence. Hence the messages through 
the media and a very intensive campaign headed 
by the chief of staff, who made it clear that anyone 
refusing to obey orders would be judged with the 
full letter of the law. In the end the number refusing 
to serve was less than a hundred out of some 18,000 
forces involved in the evacuation.

These principles were designed to create a pub-
lic image that would allow the IDF to carry out the 
government's decision with only minimal damage to 
the IDF’s image as the people’s army, with its unique 
and unifying element in Israeli society. This was to 
be achieved through a policy of openness with the 
media and media training with the evacuating forc-
es. Journalists were embedded with the evacuating 
forces and, if families agreed, entered the homes 
of the settlers to be evacuated. Shuttle bus services 
were set up to ferry the thousands of journalists to 
and from Gush Katif. There was a defined chain of 
command when changes to the open policy were 
necessary. In addition, the IDF spokesperson’s office 
created twenty video documentation teams of its 
own to provide visuals for those news stations not 
able to have coverage everywhere at once. And, at 
all times, sensitivity and determination would guide 
the actions of the evacuating forces.

The first direct dividend from this policy of co-
operation, openness, and heightened media aware-
ness came on July 13, when tens of thousands of set-
tlers and their supporters tried to penetrate the Gaza 
Strip, declared a closed area by order of the IDF, in 
order to make the evacuation of the 8,000 residents 
there near impossible. The world’s cameras caught 
solid, unflappable, neatly dressed, disciplined, and 
courteous Israeli soldiers and police keeping their 
cool though at times insulted and degraded. The sol-
diers also withstood calls on them to disobey the or-
ders of “the army of evacuation.” The scenario had 
been anticipated and planned for accordingly, both 
in operational and media terms, whereas a policy of 
closing the media off from the potential confronta-
tion would probably have led to an entirely different 
type of coverage coming from the area. Throughout 
the disengagement, the IDF and the other security 
forces came across as professional, well-trained, and 
disciplined personnel representing a government in 
the cause of democracy. From a media point of view, 
the mission was accomplished. Whether that will re-
main the situation as the story slides back into the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and whether this was a 
one-time success rather than an illustration of new 
thinking, remains an open question.
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The Military and Security Implications 
of Israel’s Disengagement from the 

Gaza Strip
Moshe Sharvit

Israel’s disengagement from the Gaza Strip cre-
ated the first homogenous contiguous area en-
tirely under Palestinian control, with no Israeli 

presence whatsoever. Despite the importance and 
precedence of this step, there is general agreement 
that the limited Israeli withdrawal has not changed 
the basic conditions underlying the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict and that the security threat facing Israel 
will continue to exist in the future. Still, there is no 
doubt that the withdrawal did bring about certain 
changes in the nature of the threat. The question of 
if and how security and military risks have resulted 
from the evacuation of settlers and Israeli military 
forces from the Gaza Strip provides an insight into 
the changes in this threat.

First, however, the concepts “threat” and “se-
curity risk” must be clarified. Not intended here is 
damage caused to Israel on the strategic level by the 
disengagement itself. For instance, public debate in 
Israel prior to the disengagement stressed both the 
problems involved with reinforcing the Palestinian 
impression that “Israel only understands force” and 
the fact that unilateral disengagement is likely to en-
courage Palestinians to continue regarding violence 
as an effective means for advancing their national 
interests. What is assessed here are the changes in 
the military capability of each party involved in the 
conflict and the balance of power between them as a 
direct result of the Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza 
Strip.

Thus far the Palestinian Authority has not been 
able to gain hold over all the armed Palestinian orga-
nizations, and the underlying premise of this discus-

sion is that this situation will not change significant-
ly in the foreseeable future. Groups such as Hamas, 
Islamic Jihad, al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, and others 
will likely retain their operational capabilities and 
continue to constitute the major source of threat 
against Israel, as long as their capabilities are not di-
minished by Israel itself. This does not preclude the 
possibility of internal Palestinian “understandings,” 
by which these groups accept various restrictions, 
based on the degree to which they advance their 
own interests. Nonetheless, the assumption here is 
that even if some progress is made on the political 
track, the basic motivation of continuing the violent 
confrontation with Israel will continue to exist, at 
least among these groups.

Types of Change in the Military and 
Security Threat
The structural asymmetry in the military balance of 
power between the parties prompts the Palestinians 
to guerilla warfare tactics, which on a tactical level 
assume the form of individual strikes against Israel. 
This includes actions such as dispatching suicide 
bombers to Israeli population centers, bombarding 
Israeli settlements with mortar shells, and firing 
rockets at Jewish localities close to the Green Line. 
For its part, Israel attempts both to defend itself 
against attack and to initiate offensive operations 
within Palestinian territory, including preventive 
operations and reprisals aimed at deterring the con-
tinuation of violent Palestinian activities.

In this state of affairs, assessing the balance of 
power with regard to military strength and the secu-
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rity threat encompasses the following components:
n	Change in the Palestinians’ capability of 

initiating offensive operations and harming Israeli 
soldiers and civilians. This results from a change in 
offensive Palestinian capabilities, as well as Israel’s 
defensive capabilities.
n	Possible change in limitations on Israel’s use 

of offensive force
n	Impact on the Palestinians’ ability to build a 

military force in preparation for “the next round”
n	Changes in basic tactical capabilities, which 

dictate changes on operative levels and influence 
the use of military force as part of the overall strat-
egy of all parties to the conflict.

The Change in Threat Caused by the 
Disengagement
Naturally, the threat to Israel from the Gaza Strip 
changes over time, and it would be a mistake to 
attribute all recent developments to the disengage-
ment alone. Some stemmed from the learning and 
adaptation processes that are constantly underway 
within the Palestinian organizations. Other devel-
opments − especially the Palestinians' capability to 
recover, amass weapons, and regroup for continued 
confrontation – are results of breaks in IDF offensive 
activity, which also cannot be attributed unequivo-
cally to the disengagement. 

At the same time, a number of significant changes 
have indeed stemmed directly from the disengage-
ment:
n	 Rationalization of Israel’s system of de-

fense – the many weak points in  Israel’s defense 
system that the Palestinians were able to exploit 
to exact substantial Israeli casualties were elimi-
nated by Israel’s withdrawal 
from the Gaza Strip. Assum-
ing no meaningful change in 
Palestinian ability to infiltrate 
through the barrier fence, the 
number of Israeli casualties 
can be expected to decrease in 
and around the Gaza region, 
even in the case of an increase 

in the conflict’s overall violence. The expected drop 
in multiple-casualty attacks will also likely lower 
Israel’s motivation to carry out broad ground opera-
tions as retribution. The IDF will then be able to sig-
nificantly reduce the number of troops permanently 
stationed across the border from the Gaza Strip.
n	 Western countries appear to regard Israel’s 

military withdrawal, and especially its evacuation of 
settlements, as substantially diminishing the legiti-
macy of continued Palestinian attacks against Israel 
from within the Gaza Strip. As a result, harsh Israeli 
military responses to Palestinian attacks originating 
from the Gaza Strip are deemed legitimate and un-
derstandable, as long as they do not exceed reason-
able proportion. The experience of the first few weeks 
following the disengagement supports this claim. 
Still, the Palestinians will undoubtedly attempt to 
create linkage between operations in the Gaza Strip 
region and operations in Judea and Samaria, and to 
convince the international community that the con-
tinued Israeli presence in Judea and Samaria justifies 
the continuation of attacks on all fronts.
n	 The removal of Israeli targets from the Gaza 

Strip decreases the Palestinians’ ability to control es-
calation of the conflict. Prior to the disengagement, 
Palestinian attacks on Israeli settlements and the 
military were considered as indicating a low level of 
escalation, and Palestinian threats of attacks within 
the Green Line were seen as indicating a higher level 
of escalation. The Israelis, however, retain a wide va-
riety of possibilities for using force on different lev-
els of escalation. 
n	 Israel’s relinquishment of control over the 

Gaza Strip border with Egypt may very well make 
the smuggling of weapons into Gaza and of Pales-

tinian operatives into Sinai 
significantly easier than it 
was before the disengage-
ment. The experience of the 
first few post-disengagement 
weeks is not encouraging, 
and Israel may need to ac-
cept this revised situation as 
a working assumption. How-

IDF soldiers lock the gates to the Gaza Strip, ending 
the withdrawal 
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At the beginning of the conflict, the Gaza Strip was 
a major point of origin for cells dispatched for op-
erations within the Green Line, as well as operations 
carried out against settlements and the military 
forces protecting them. Construction of the defense 
apparatus along the security fence limited the main 
Palestinian offensive effort in the region to within 
the Gaza Strip, and moved the center of gravity of 
activity against Israel to Judea and Samaria. At the 
same time, the Palestinians in Gaza developed the 
capability of firing artillery rockets at Israeli locali-
ties within the Green Line.

The supply of weapons to Palestinian forces re-
lied primarily on arms smuggled across the Egyptian 
border, and to a much lesser degree via the Medi-
terranean Sea. Tunnels dug between the Palestinian 
and Egyptian portions of Rafiah constituted and 
continue to constitute the main entryway of arms 
into the Gaza Strip. The Palestinians also developed 
the capability of independent production of simple 
weapons, including Qassam rockets, mortars, mor-
tar shells, and various types of explosive devices. 
Despite its investment of significant efforts, the IDF 
has failed to block completely the smuggling chan-
nel across the Egyptian border.

The Israeli deployment on the ground was deter-
mined first and foremost by the map of Israeli settle-
ments both inside the Gaza Strip and outside, within 
the Green Line. Israeli settlements in the Gaza Strip 
comprised a number of enclaves of settlements sur-
rounded by hostile Palestinian areas and relied on 
a small number of roads connecting them to the Is-
raeli road system within the Green Line. The need 

to defend the Egyptian border along the Philadelphi 
route, adjacent to a populated Palestinian area that 
offered no tactical depth, was also a major Israeli 
weak point.

Israel's deployment posed a serious challenge for 
itself and provided the Palestinians with a set of op-
portunities to strike at IDF forces and Israeli settle-
ments in ways suiting the tactical capabilities of the 
Palestinians themselves. These included: striking at 
traffic on the roads, primarily by means of explosive 
devices and ambushes; striking at military camps 
and permanent, primarily isolated IDF posts; strik-
ing at settlements through mortar shelling or infil-
trating assault cells; and firing rockets at Israeli set-
tlements adjacent to the Green Line, such as Sderot 
and the agricultural settlements in the area. Most 
of the Israeli casualties were incurred on the roads, 
in the settlements, and in the military posts located 
within the Gaza Strip itself. Considering the formi-
dable conditions they faced, the achievements of the 
IDF and the General Security Services in preventing 
casualties were most impressive. Nonetheless, the 
Palestinians were occasionally still able to launch at-
tacks that claimed multiple Israeli casualties. These 
attacks prompted severe Israeli reprisals, which at 
times led to escalation and additional military and 
political entanglement.

The artillery rockets that the Palestinians fired 
and continue to fire at Israeli settlements became 
a major threat, in part because of the Palestinians’ 
increasing difficulties employing other methods of 
operation. Not only are the rockets limited to a rela-
tively short distance, but they also inflict relatively 

ever, this may not necessarily be the case in the long 
term, especially with regard to more substantial 
types of weapons. Egypt, it should be remembered, 
has ways of dealing with this problem that Israel did 
not possess when it was responsible for sealing the 
border. In any event, it would be incorrect to assume 

that there has been an unlimited influx of weapons 
into the Gaza Strip from the moment Egypt assumed 
responsibility for the border.

Not all weapons smuggling results in a signifi-
cant change in the threat level. For example, the 
smuggling of small arms and light weapons, such as 
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significant increase in the quantity of different types 
of weapons already possessed by the Palestinians 
today. Most likely, though, is that heavy weaponry 
such as cannons, heavy mortars, and other such 
weapons will not be infiltrated into Gaza, due both 
to the difficulty of smuggling such weapons and 
their high visibility, which makes them easy targets 
for the Israeli air force. Heavy weaponry will most 
likely suffer a fate similar to that of the armored ve-
hicles possessed by the Palestinian police force at 
the beginning of the second intifada. At the same 
time, Israel will have to turn more of its attention to 
the blocking of the Egyptian-Israeli border as it will 
probably become a significant route for Palestinian 
operatives attempting to infiltrate into Israel.

The threat presented by artillery rockets will 
likely increase. In light of the absence of Israeli tar-
gets within the Gaza Strip and the distancing of 
most Israeli settlements to outside the range of light 
mortars, rockets have become the primary means 
available for strikes against Israel targets. Palestin-
ian groups, it can be assumed, will take advantage 
of the period of calm for replenishing weapons and 
stockpiling reserves, as well as developing or pur-
chasing rockets with a range of 10-15 kilometers. In-
creased weapons reserves will enable Palestinians to 
fire larger rocket barrages and to maintain the threat 
for a longer period of time, and increased range will 
bring more settlements into the area under threat. 
Therefore, it should be assumed that Palestinians 
will attempt to devise different escalation levels 
based on the parameters of range and quantity. At 
the same time, here too the change in threat will be 
only partially attributable to the disengagement, as 
it can be assumed that the range and quantity of 
the rockets held by the Palestinians would have in-
creased to some degree in any event, regardless of 
the Israeli withdrawal.

Some argue that the Palestinians will attempt to 
emulate Hizbollah and use their artillery rockets to 
reach a balance of deterrence with Israel similar to 
the one that exists along Israel’s northern border 
with Lebanon. In Palestinian eyes, such a balance 
of deterrence would create a link between their ac-

little damage and are extremely inaccurate. For 
this reason, the rockets threaten primarily only 
large, densely populated localities, such as urban 
localities short distances from the Green Line. 
Only one such target exists in the Gaza Strip area: 
the town of Sderot. While rocket fire, as expected, 
has resulted in only a small number of casual-
ties, the psychological impact of such a continu-
ous threat to the routine of everyday life has been 
significant. However, notwithstanding its central 
importance, the rocket-based threat is still consid-
ered less serious than the more classical terrorist 
threats posed by various types of suicide bomb-
ings and shooting attacks.

The IDF has devoted much effort to preventing 
the smuggling of rockets into Gaza, and has also 
bombed targets related to rocket production. How-
ever, aerial offensive efforts, no matter how suc-
cessful and effective they may be, cannot disarm 
the enemy completely. Although the Palestinians’ 
ability to launch rockets at Israeli targets has also 
been limited by the relatively low reserve stock of 
rockets at their disposal, they have still been able 
to present a continuous threat by firing one or two 
rockets at Sderot each day. Furthermore, because 
of the relative ease of firing rockets, the Palestin-
ians began using them as a form of response or 
reprisal for offensive Israeli operations in Judea 
and Samaria. Yet the Palestinians’ overall limited 
ability to launch rockets, in conjunction with the 
little damage such rockets can inflict, has meant 
that in the vast majority of cases, Israel was able 
to continue operating without the rocket-based 
threat presenting a significant obstacle.

rifles and even anti-tank grenade launchers, has no 
meaningful impact on the balance of power. How-
ever, weapons smuggling into Gaza may expand to 
include types of weapons not previously possessed 
by the Palestinians, like anti-helicopter and anti-air-
craft weapons. Another possible outcome could be a 
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tivity in the Gaza Strip and their activity in Judea 
and Samaria. Yet in fact, the difference in conditions 
between southern Lebanon and the Gaza Strip will 
likely prevent the emergence of such a balance of 
deterrence. First, the calm serves Israeli interests, 
not the interests of Hamas and other armed organi-
zations. At the same time, the asymmetry between 
sides is such that the rocket-based threat does not 
provide the Palestinian organizations with a strong 
enough defensive umbrella for their operations if 
they desire to continue their attacks against Israel. 
When the threat of attack is substantial, Israel has a 
strong interest in carrying out preventive operations 
that, in the eyes of Israel’s leadership, justifies a de-
gree of infringement upon daily life in some areas. In 
other words, if the Palestinian groups are interested 
in calm, the rocket-based threat will not be the in-
strument that allows them to achieve it.

Second, the Palestinian rocket-based threat will 
remain limited. It is improbable that the Palestinians 
will be able to acquire large quantities of long-range 
(more than 15 km) rockets. Massive Palestinian use 
of rockets, especially types of rockets that they are 
unable to produce on their own, will put the Egyp-
tians in an uncomfortable position, as Egypt, the 
power that enabled the rockets to be smuggled into 
the Gaza Strip, will be held partially responsible. 
Third, as a result of the Gaza Strip’s small size, Is-
rael’s capability of operational measures to limit the 
launching of rockets – even if it is unable to prevent 
all launchings entirely – is very real, and much more 
effective than its ability to do so in southern Leba-
non. 

Palestinian success in the introduction of rockets 
into Judea and Samaria and firing them against Is-
raeli towns and settlements (in the Sharon region, for 
example) would be much more significant than any 
reasonably foreseeable development in Palestinian 
capability in this realm in the Gaza Strip. In this case 
too, the emergence of such Palestinian operational 
capability will also not necessarily be a direct result 
of Israel’s withdrawal from the Gaza Strip. Once 
again, it is probable that any prolonged lull in Israeli 
preventive operations in the West Bank would have 

provided the Palestinians with the opportunity of 
gaining this capability.     

Conclusion
The primary strategic significance of the disengage-
ment is not a function of the change in the security-
military threat stemming from the disengagement 
itself. Rather, it lies in the diplomatic arena and the 
realm of internal Israeli politics, as well as in its re-
inforcement of the Palestinians’ conceptions regard-
ing the effectiveness of armed struggle as a means 
of advancing their strategic aims in general, and of 
compelling Israel to concede territory in particular. 
Similarly, it would be a mistake to attribute all de-
velopments in Palestinian operational capability to 
the disengagement. It is likely that most of the im-
portant developments would be the result of the lull 
in Israeli preventive operations rather than the with-
drawal of Israeli forces and the evacuation of settle-
ments from the Gaza Strip. 

The change in the military-security threat facing 
Israel stemming directly from the disengagement 
will find expression in the following areas:
n	Reduction in the exposure of Israeli citizens 

and military forces to attacks by Palestinian organi-
zations
n	Reduction in the operational flexibility of 

Palestinian groups, as well as an expansion in Isra-
el’s ability to respond fiercely to violent Palestinian 
operations (at least in the short term)
n	A significant possibility that the quantity of 

weapons entering the Gaza Strip will increase, in-
cluding the appearance of types of weaponry that 
have previously not been seen there, such as anti-
tank and anti-aircraft weapons
n	Increase in the threat posed to Israeli settle-

ments by Palestinian artillery rockets
As military-security considerations constitute 

an important component of Israel’s internal debate 
on the future of the territories, developments and 
changes in the security threat emanating from the 
post-disengagement Gaza Strip can be expected to 
serve as a model for assessing the implications of ad-
ditional withdrawals that are possible in the future.   
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Israel's announcement of the unilateral disengage-
ment plan forced Egypt to reexamine its policy 
regarding the Palestinian issue. Critical to Egypt 

was the ability to prove that it remains a strategic as-
set to the United States and a key to implementation 
of American foreign policy in the Middle East, even 
in post-war Iraq and in face of Washington's determi-
nation that Egypt undertake far-reaching economic 
and political reforms. At the same time, the growing 
prospect for the establishment of a viable sovereign 
Palestinian entity confronts Egypt with challenges 
and dangers. Egypt is aware that its ongoing con-
duct along the border will be scrutinized in light of 
its past ideological declarations. Yet on the more tan-
gible level, dissolution of the partition furnished by 
the Israeli presence in Gaza reconnects the Palestin-
ian and Egyptian populations that were hitherto set 
apart by the Israel-Egypt peace accord, with a host 
of resulting economic and security implications.

Egypt's firm, unflagging tactical interest has been 
stability on the other side of its border, on the as-
sumption that the lack of law and order in the Gaza 
Strip, in particular failure to monitor the terror or-
ganizations' activity, would likely overflow into 
Egypt – into Egyptian Rafah and onward to El Ar-
ish and its environs, and from there into the heart of 
the country. Moreover, Egypt worried that the chaos 
weighing down the civilian population in the Gaza 
Strip would realize its longstanding fear of Palestin-
ian refugees knocking en masse at its door. Among 
Egyptian decision-makers, no doubt influenced by 
security elements that have designed Egypt's pos-

The Egyptians at Philadelphi:
Regional Interests, Local Challenges

Ayellet Yehiav

*	 The Center for Political Research, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

turing on the Palestinians and Israel, there has been 
increasing recognition of the many common or at 
least bordering Egyptian and Israeli interests. Chief 
among these was Egypt's desire to help the Pales-
tinian Authority (PA) foster conditions that would 
allow the PA to establish a stable administrative grip 
within the Gaza Strip, and thus reduce the imminent 
dangers posed to Egypt by the spillover of Islamic 
violence into its territory.

The October 2004 terror attacks in Taba and Nu-
weiba were explained by Egypt as an extreme emo-
tional reaction to the suffering inflicted on the Pal-
estinians by Israel. This explanation was intended 
mainly for internal propaganda purposes, among 
others, in order to divert attention from the interna-
tional media's focus on the resurrection of Islamic 
terror in Egypt, which the regime boasted as sup-
pressed since the mid-1990s. Egyptian security ele-
ments understood, however, that the realities were 
more complex. After years of Israeli protests that 
Egypt was not doing enough to prevent smuggling 
over its border into the Gaza Strip, the attacks in Si-
nai were proof not only that the impetus to violence 
could easily cross the border, but also of the possibil-
ity that traffic within the tunnels between Gaza and 
Egypt was two-directional.

At the same time, Egypt embraced the Palestin-
ian view that Israel must commit to a comprehen-
sive and complete withdrawal from the Gaza Strip, 
including from the border line itself, the Philadelphi 
route. Nonetheless, the Egyptians appreciated the 
Israeli assertion full well that the Palestinians alone 
could not control the unrestricted traffic along the 
border and prevent terror elements from breaching 
it. This understanding revalidated Egypt's demand, 
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voiced even before the disengagement plan was an-
nounced, to ease what it considered the draconian 
restrictions imposed by the military addendum to 
the peace accord with Israel, which limited Egyptian 
presence along the border with Israel to a police force 
only. Hence Egypt signaled its readiness for an im-
mediate deployment of its forces along the Egyptian 
side of the Philadelphi route within days of signing 
the bilateral understandings with Israel. It was then 
that Egypt also began to train Palestinian security 
personnel in Cairo and in the Gaza Strip, with Egyp-
tian security experts dispatched to the area especial-
ly for that purpose.

When Egyptian involvement first began in the 
form of the "Mubarak Initiative" (see box), Egypt re-
jected any attempt to impute to it a change of the 
government position adopted during Israel's Opera-
tion Defensive Shield, to freeze all intergovernmen-
tal relations with Israel with the exception of those 
channels serving Palestinian concerns. Gradually, 
due to Egypt's mounting economic difficulties, bi-
lateral ties increased, first in December 2004, with 
the official signing at the ministerial level and under 
media spotlight of the Qualified Industrial Zones 
(QIZ) agreement. Half a year later, in June 2005, a 
deal was signed in Cairo, again in the presence of 
ministers, for the sale of Egyptian natural gas to Isra-
el. In March 2005, Egypt returned an ambassador to 
head its delegation in Tel Aviv, four and a half years 
after Ambassdor Bassiouni was recalled to Cairo for 
consultations following the outbreak of the second 
intifada. The succession of Egyptian gestures, which 
signaled a de facto change in Egyptian policy, did not 
stop there; hence, for example, the release of Azam 
Azam eight years after being arrested on charges of 
spying for Israel.

As the disengagement grew imminent and the re-
gional arena became more turbulent, Egypt's stand-
ing in the US continued to deteriorate. Unrelenting 
US pressure for extensive reforms and mounting 
hardships in the Egyptian economy joined Cairo's 
realization that there was no alternative in the near 
future to an Israeli government headed by Ariel Sha-
ron. Against this backdrop, Egypt reformulated the 

The Mubarak Initiative
In April 2004, President Mubarak visited the US and 
was received at President Bush's ranch in Crawford, 
Texas. At their meeting, Mubarak detailed his decid-
ed opposition to the disengagement, announced one 
month earlier by Prime Minister Sharon, explaining 
that the plan was a unilateral one, lacked any basis of 
negotiation with the Palestinians, ignored the needs 
of the Palestinians, and was destined to put an end 
to any chance for progress in the foreseeable future 
towards establishing a Palestinian state within the 
framework of the roadmap. While Mubarak contin-
ued his visit in Texas, President Bush met with Prime 
Minister Sharon in Washington, and to Egypt's utter 
surprise the president announced the US agreement 
to the disengagement plan, accompanied by a letter 
of understanding that touched in part on the ques-
tion of a permanent settlement. A few weeks later, at 
the end of May 2004, the head of Egyptian General 
Intelligence, Omar Suleiman, arrived for a visit in Is-
rael and met with senior officials. Shortly thereafter 
(on June 1, 2004), the official Egyptian daily al-Ahram 
published the main points of the messages relayed 
by Egypt to Israel and the Palestinians, coining them 
the "Mubarak Initiative." 

The initiative was designed to improve the readi-
ness of the Palestinians in general, and Arafat in 
particular, ahead of the implementation of the dis-
engagement, in order to compel Israel to have the 
plan coordinated with the Palestinians, and to assist 
the Palestinians to prepare to assume responsibility 
in areas departed by Israel. From the start Egypt did 
not see its role as a mediator between Israel and the 
Palestinians, but rather as a facilitator, furthering the 
interests of the Palestinians by helping them to be 
ready for the Israeli withdrawal. This in turn would 
serve as a springboard for proving Palestinians' abil-
ity to manage themselves, i.e., a sort of "pilot" to-
wards the establishment of a sovereign Palestinian 
state. In exchange for the Egyptian effort to reorga-
nize the Palestinian arena by obtaining agreement 
between the various factions and the Palestinian 
leadership – and among the factions themselves – to 
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cease the "illegitimate violence," Israel was required 
to commit to halting its actions against the Palestin-
ians even before withdrawing its forces from the 
Gaza Strip, as a preliminary step to a comprehensive 
withdrawal to the June 4, 1967 line and the gradual 
implementation the roadmap. Additionally, Israel 
was asked to activate the safe passage to the West 
Bank as a preventive measure against the isolation 
of the Gaza Strip. The Egyptians promised Arafat 
they would try to influence Israel in order to arrange 
his freedom of movement.

In practice the Mubarak Initiative, contrary to 
the initial Egyptian opposition to the disengage-
ment, displayed a new model of Egypt's grappling 
with the plan, in an attempt to minimize the nega-
tive impact of a unilateral Israeli withdrawal. The 
essence of the initiative strove to establish parame-
ters for Egypt's active involvement in the disengage-
ment plan: Egypt would train and ready Palestin-
ian security forces so they could assume full control 
over the Gaza Strip; Egyptian involvement would 
be launched only after the beginning of the Israeli 
withdrawal, since at that time Egypt did not consent 
to endangering its training teams (since then, Egypt 
changed its stance and dispatched security teams to 
the Gaza Strip prior to the Israeli withdrawal); the 
Egyptians would equip the Palestinians with light 
equipment, small arms, communication facilities 
and vehicles, and assist them in the construction 
of buildings and detention facilities in cooperation 
with the donor countries. Egypt continually made 
clear its determined and principled restriction that 
Egyptian forces would never enter the Gaza Strip in 
order to enforce order.

The timing of the Mubarak Initiative was not inci-
dental. In June 2004 the G-8 summit convened in the 
US, with the focus of discussion on the American de-
mand for extensive economic, political, and cultural 
reforms in Arab countries. In May, at the Arab Sum-
mit in Tunis, Egypt failed to formulate a response 
to the external challenge and reorganize the Arab 

League in such a way as to empower Egypt's lead-
ership capability in the regional arena. Due to the 
Egyptian sense that it had reached an impasse in its 
relations with the US and had now to fashion a new 
strategy befitting changing realities, the Mubarak 
Initiative was intended, at the strategic level, to sig-
nal to the Americans that despite Egypt's poor per-
formance in domestic reform and its deteriorating 
inter-Arab status, including regarding the political 
process, Egypt retained its unique role as the "go be-
tween" in the Middle East. Therefore, Egypt sought 
to demonstrate its active determination, in coordina-
tion with the US, to extricate the Palestinian issue 
from its deadlocked state, while hinting at its ex-
pectation that when conditions would be ripe and 
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations would be supported 
within the framework of consultations with the US, 
Egypt must be included as a full fledged member. 

In the weeks following the proposal, an Egyptian 
pose took shape whereby the more the Palestinians 
faltered in meeting timetables set by the Egyptians 
and the more Arafat parried the Egyptian demand 
that he relinquish part of his authority, the more the 
Egyptians would send the ball into the Israeli court 
and increase their demands from Israel. Similarly, 
Egypt's attempt to convene a dialogue of Palestinian 
factions in Cairo in September 2004 was repeatedly 
rejected. In fact, despite the visits of the Omar Sulei-
man to Israel and Ramallah, no meaningful achieve-
ments were attained through Egypt's activity until 
Arafat's death in November 2004. Egypt's hosting of 
the funeral in Cairo and the high level escort granted 
to Arafat's coffin on its way to the Muqata'a were 
meant to signal to the post-Arafat Palestinian lead-
ership that Egypt was intent on taking custodian-
ship over the advancement of the Palestinian issue 
and that is was worth heeding Cairo's advice. And 
indeed in March 2005 Egypt managed to convene 
a special dialogue of the factions, which resulted in 
the Cairo Declaration (March 17, 2005) on the tahdia, 
the calm vis-à-vis terror activities. 
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linkage between the Palestinian issue and its rela-
tions with Israel.

Specifically, Egypt reasoned that its relations 
with Israel would be measured by the US according 
to its willingness to contribute to the success of the 
peace process in the Middle East and especially the 
disengagement (even though Egypt's involvement 
has not in fact granted it immunity to US demands 
for expanding domestic reforms). Therefore, Egypt 
adopted an instrumental approach motivated by 
genuine Egyptian political and security interests; yet 
as a result Egypt gradually found itself increasingly 
involved with the Palestinians – perhaps even more 
than it intended when the Mubarak Initiative was 
launched – before and during the disengagement. 
What is required of Egypt following the transfer of 
the Gaza Strip to Palestinian hands stands to be even 
greater, extending to the realm of its bilateral rela-
tions with Israel.

Prior to the disengagement, Egypt was credited 
with certain key achievements, including coordi-
nating the move to a degree with the Palestinians. 
The Palestinian factions reached an understanding 
that was generally regarded as a conditional "calm" 
(tahdia). Yet the supreme efforts demanded of Egypt 
for each and every achievement and the fragile sur-
vivability of these achievements prove indeed that 
the Egyptian commitment to assuring the success 
of the disengagement presents Egypt with no small 
number of opportunities, but also burdens it with no 
small number of challenges and risks.

The Achievements of Egyptian 
Involvement
First and foremost, Egypt has in its own view 
breathed new life into the "Egyp-
tian role" (Dawr Misr); this oft-re-
peated slogan embodies Egypt's 
self-image of its vitality and lead-
ership within the Arab world. 
Within the changing circumstanc-
es of the decentralization of the 
Arab collective and the ebbing of 
Egyptian pretension of regional 

hegemony, Egypt's involvement in preparations for 
the disengagement distinguished it from all other 
Arab states – including those whose financial contri-
butions exceeded Egypt's. As long as Arab countries 
cling to their insistence on resolving the Palestinian 
issue, Egypt's regional prominence is assured, since 
as far as Egypt is concerned, it is the only one that 
has evidenced its willingness to "get its hands dirty" 
in order to promote Palestinian interests.

Egypt is certain that its active involvement in the 
disengagement will once again confirm its regional 
weight and importance as a strategic asset to the 
US. Egypt's commitment to the move, it presumes, 
will be credited with points in Washington's open 
notepad, which registers each instance of Egyptian 
willingness or refusal to cooperate with American 
regional policy. Hovering in the background over 
the past two years has been the threat of translating 
bad marks into a cutback in American aid, promised 
to Egypt since the peace agreements with Israel, as 
well as the prospects of any reward in the form of 
accelerating the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with 
the US.

The deployment of quantitatively and qualita-
tively upgraded forces along the border with the 
Gaza Strip improves Egypt's security presence and 
military capability in Area C of the Sinai, and cor-
rects what is seen by Egypt as an injustice  imposed 
by the peace accord with Israel. This upgrading is 
significant to Egypt's image, as indeed the regime 
can present it as a reassertion of Egyptian sovereign-
ty over the Sinai Peninsula and as improving its de-
fense capabilities against any imminent threat from 
Israel. However, the more important implications 
are interceptive. The Taba and Nuweiba (October 

2004) and Sharm el-Sheikh (July 
2005) attacks demonstrated the 
powerlessness of Egyptian secu-
rity control in desert areas and 
over the Bedouin population. In 
recent weeks, Egypt has been in 
persistent hot pursuit of mem-
bers of the terror cell that perpe-
trated the recent attacks, which 

L-r: Mahmoud Abbas, Ariel Sharon, Husni 
Mubarak, in Sharm el-Sheikh, February 2005
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is suspected of connection with last year's attacks. 
Field commanders have explained more than once 
that they have failed to capture criminal elements 
turned terrorists in Sinai due to the quality of per-
sonnel and resources at their disposal. The deploy-
ment of Egyptian Border Guard forces would rep-
resent a first step in the Egyptian effort to channel 
better quality resources towards tightening security 
control in the Sinai desert. 

Senior Egyptian officials, headed by President 
Mubarak, have repeatedly made it clear that it is im-
possible to block smuggling across – or under – the 
border with the Gaza Strip unless Egyptian forces 
are stationed there shoulder to shoulder. Indeed, the 
utter failure of the Egyptian police, charged with 
responsibility for the border ever since the peace 
treaty with Israel, to prevent its breach immediately 
after the withdrawal of IDF forces from Gaza and 
the subsequent inrush into Egypt of Palestinians, 
including members of Hamas and other armed or-
ganizations, supported the Egyptian claim that only 
by upgrading and fortifying their forces along the 
fourteen kilometers of the Gaza Strip could they 
dam the leakage of extremist Islamic elements, all 
the more so militant ones, into its territory. Egypt's 
efforts to restrain Hamas activities and contain the 
organization within the PA institutions were indeed 
meant to prevent the creation of a "Hamastan" at 
its border. However, if the situation becomes un-
bearable and Islamic organizations overpower the 
Palestinian Authority, Egypt is prepared to block 
their entry forcefully in order to prevent them from 
joining hands with Islamic elements active within 
Egypt. The issue is especially sensitive since histori-
cally, Hamas is the offspring of the Egyptian Muslim 

Brotherhood, and the Palestinian version of Islamic 
Jihad was inspired by the Egyptian organization 
bearing the same name.

According to Egyptian political thinking, Egypt's 
involvement in the disengagement provides proof 
of the effectiveness and advantages of negotiated 
agreements in the Middle East. Egypt portrays the 
disengagement as a direct continuation of the Camp 
David accords and the peace agreements with Israel. 
From this aspect, the ability to alter the application 
of the peace treaty, twenty-six years after its final-
izing, justifies Egypt's measures and demonstrates 
that any settlement reached between Israel and the 
Palestinians is not necessarily the last word. From 
Egypt's standpoint, deploying 750 Egyptian border 
guards through the signing of a military protocol not 
in breach of the peace agreements is perceived as an 
achievement, especially since Egypt is not required 
to pay any price in return – for example in the form 
of an Israeli claim of breach of other bilateral agree-
ments, or the implementation of existing but obso-
lete agreements in order to improve Israel's benefit 
from them.

Old and New Challenges at Egypt's 
Doorstep
Against these achievements lie a host of challenges 
and risks. Renewed coordination and cooperation 
with Israel constitutes a propaganda burden on the 
Egyptian regime, especially in an election year. The 
regime succeeded in avoiding the subject of thawed 
relations with Israel as well as the Palestinian issue 
in its propaganda before the September presiden-
tial elections, but when the new national council is 
elected (in November-December), it is doubtful that 
the opposition will remain silent regarding the rap-
prochement with Israel. 

The reinforced presence of border guards along 
the Gaza border is likely to increase the level of 
imminent danger to Egyptian security forces from 
the Palestinian side, as long as the armed conflict 
between Israel and the Palestinians continues. The 
unintentional firing by Israel on three Egyptian po-
lice officers (in November 2004) is still fresh in the 

Egypt's looming fear is 
that the disengagement 
will be the first and last 
move of its kind, and will 
not position Israel on the 
path of renewed dialogue.
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trality of the Palestinian problem to the Arab world, 
Egypt is the first Arab country to share a common 
border with a Palestinian entity having the trap-
pings of sovereignty and self-rule. In the past, Egypt 
avoided linking itself to the Gaza Strip through po-
litical tethers (contrasted with the Jordanian policy of 
annexing the West Bank). Now, Egypt understands 
that its openness or lack thereof to the Palestinians 
will be closely scrutinized by the rest of the Arab 
countries, and perhaps also Islamic countries, which 
are liable to demand that Egypt dedicate more input 
towards the Palestinian good than it had calculated 
in its original plan. 

Egypt's looming fear is that the disengagement 
will be the first and last move of its kind, and will 
not position Israel on the path of renewed dialogue 
with the Palestinians towards implementation of the 
roadmap and establishment of a Palestinian state. 
In the Egyptian view, this amounts to severing the 
Gaza Strip from the bulk of Palestinian territory and 
the majority of the Palestinian population, deposit-
ing it into Egyptian hands as a ticking bomb. The 
resentment of the Palestinian population regarding 
the impotency of its leadership to provide for the 
needs of the people may spark a third intifada that, 
while surely injuring Israel if occurring in the West 
Bank, would translate into an Egyptian problem if it 
erupted in the Gaza Strip. Hence the urgency broad-
cast by Egypt to the Quartet to exert sustained pres-
sure on Israel to create a "safe passage" between the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank; to cease expanding 
the settlements and erecting the security/separa-
tion fence; and to rush to adopt additional positive 
measures for the Palestinians, such as accelerating 
the opening of the Rafah crossing without an Israeli 

memory of the Egyptian regime, which fears that a 
misguided Palestinian adventure, such as launching 
rockets or initiating attacks, would draw an Israeli 
military response that could hit Egyptian border 
forces or security and intelligence personnel in-
structing Palestinian security forces. Such a mishap 
would almost certainly inflame the passions of the 
Egyptian masses and give rise to a tide of opposition 
against relations with Israel, interpreting Egyptian 
involvement in the Gaza Strip and along its border 
as a pro-Israel gesture.

An obligatory step, then, is to strengthen security 
coordination between Egypt and Israel, and increase 
Egyptian influence over the heads of Palestinian se-
curity mechanisms on the one hand, and over armed 
organizations on the other. Thus far Egypt has avoid-
ed demanding the confiscation of arms in Palestinian 
organizations or the dismantling of their infrastruc-
tures, and has preferred the path of dialogue in an 
attempt to monitor their responses. In the Egyptian 
view, derived in no small measure from an analysis 
of the causes of terror within Egypt, it is preferable 
to reach an understanding with the leadership of or-
ganizations within the Palestinian Authority rather 
than attempt to reach an understanding with leader-
ships abroad, supervised and under the influence of 
intractable countries such as Syria. Still, Egypt backs 
up its efforts aimed at heads of Palestinian organiza-
tions in the Gaza Strip by lobbying the Syrians, in 
exchange for serving the latter's interests. Yet despite 
Syria's troubles in the international arena, Egypt 
places no high hopes on the goodwill of the Syrians 
to commit itself to easing tensions in the area. 

Once the disengagement was already under-
way, Egypt exhibited demonstrable statesmanship 
towards the Palestinian Authority, for instance in 
opening an Egyptian embassy in Ramallah; in Abu 
Mazen's traversing the Rafah border crossing on his 
way for talks with President Mubarak, with Egypt's 
insistence that no Israeli presence be allowed at the 
passage; and in the support conveyed by General 
Omar Suleiman, on behalf of President Mubarak, in 
his speech before the Palestinian Legislative Council 
in Gaza. After years of voicing slogans over the cen-

The true test for Egypt will be 
the extent of its ability over 
time to block smuggling – of 
goods, people, and weapons, 
under and over ground.
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presence, in order to spur dialogue with them. At 
the same time Egypt is working with the Palestin-
ians, both the leadership of the Palestinian Author-
ity and heads of the organizations, to unite behind 
one single legitimate Palestinian leadership and to 
update the Palestinian political agenda and work-
ing plan for 2006, on the assumption that no signifi-
cant progress can be expected in the political process 
over the coming months in light of the fluidity of the 
political situation in Israel.

Egypt fears that the crux of the isolation of the 
Gaza Strip is its transformation into a Palestinian en-
clave – or, as the Egyptians describe, a huge prison 
camp fenced in by Israel, with a population densi-
ty among the highest in the world and oppressive 
hardship brought on by the lack of infrastructures 
and by unemployment. Accordingly, Egypt is obli-
gated to mobilize the donor countries for rehabili-
tating Gaza's infrastructures and employment op-
portunities as well as for building its naval and air 
ports, which will widen Gaza's exposure to econom-
ic opportunities. The nightmare scenario, no doubt 
haunting senior Egyptian officials and which partly 
materialized in the first days following the Israeli 
withdrawal, is of multitudes of Palestinians beat-
ing down the gates of the Rafah crossing and beg-
ging to enter Egypt to find work. Egypt, it should 
be remembered, has an unemployment rate of ap-
proximately 20 percent and lags in its task of finding 
600,000 jobs for Egyptian citizens per year. One-fifth 
of Egypt's population lives below the poverty line, 
which is less than two dollars a day.

If the threatening scenarios materialize, they 
are likely to cause monumental damage to Egypt's 
image. The failure to set into motion the political 
process within a reasonable period of time is liable 
to be perceived by domestic opposition and other 
elements in the Arab world – countries, shapers of 
public opinion, and the mass media – as assisting 
Israel in pushing aside the Palestinians as a player 

with legitimate rights in the region. Moreover, a 
constant onrush of Palestinians towards the Rafah 
crossing is likely to compel Egypt to open its doors 
to the Palestinians; this after the long years ever 
since the creation of the Palestinian refugee prob-
lem, in which Egypt avoided granting them legal 
status within its borders, made sure their numbers 
did not exceed several tens of thousands, and de-
nied them basic civil rights. Hovering above all is 
the specter of satellite TV station cameras, record-
ing the images of Palestinian refugees and their 
outcries, this time with no option to blame it on the 
Israeli occupation.

At the end of the day, the true test for Egypt will 
be the extent of its ability over time to block smug-
gling – of goods, people, and weapons, under and 
over ground. The inclusion of a review mechanism 
for the validity of the deployment of Border Guard 
forces among the eighty-three articles of the mili-
tary protocol, signed on September 1, 2005 by the 
Israeli and Egyptian chiefs of operations, submits 
Egypt to a continuous test of upholding its promise 
to "deliver the goods" – or, more precisely, to prevent 
their delivery. . . . 

The spectacles from the first days following the 
disengagement, explained by the Egyptians as re-
sulting from Israel's advancing the schedule so 
that the designated border security forces, along 
with their special equipment, weren't able to de-
ploy in conformity with the military protocol, dem-
onstrated just how sensitive and problematic the 
Egyptian-Palestinian border is destined to be if the 
Egyptians do not promptly establish strict criteria 
for its administration. Israel's withdrawal from the 
Philadelphi route, while viewed by parts of the Is-
raeli public as a threat to Israel, is in Egyptian eyes 
an appendage of the threat of Palestinian terror to 
Egyptian territory – without the presence of a buf-
fer to absorb bullet fire or the ricochets of a failure 
to seal off the unfettered accessibility of terrorist or 
criminal elements. 
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