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Israel .

The Risk of a New War
with Arab Countries

n the 18th of August an attack

launched by military commandos

against buses in some Israeli towns

north of Eilat in the Negev desert
resulted in many victims, including some of the
attackers and several Egyptian soldiers. The at-
tackers are claimed to have crossed into Israel
from Egypt's Sinai Peninsula, though Egyptian
officials deny this.

The attack triggered a series of countermeasures,
which created strong tension between Tel Aviv
and Cairo. Israeli reprisals in the Gaza Strip were
followed by continuous launches of Qassam rock-
ets from Gaza towards the Israeli towns of Ash-
kelon, Ashdod and Be’er Sheeva by Palestinians.
The Sinai Peninsula is now once again turning
into a flashpoint and could see a new round of
socio-political clashes. Tel Aviv's prospects could
be further complicated by its internal problems -
such as massive protests over rising rents and
economic crisis — as well as external - the new
regional scenario resulting from the “Arab
Spring.”

Also, a vote at the United Nations (UN) on Palestin-
ian statehood was held on November 11. It was
rejected after the Palestinians failed to muster
enough votes support in the U.N. Security Council.
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas made a bid
for full UN membership for the state of Palestine
on September 23. The Palestinian application is
opposed by Israel and the United States. The latter
say that the recognition of a Palestinian state in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, with East Jerusalem
as its capital, is a step aimed at de-legitimizing
Israel. For Tel Aviv and Washington, an engage-
ment in peace talks with Israel is the only way Pal-
estine can achieve statehood. Since that day the
Israelis are preparing for the worst case scenario,
as they fear a rise of tension in Israel and in the
Middle East following the vote and the determina-
tion of Palestinian authorities to pursue their bid
for a full United Nations membership.

Faced with this array of political variables, it is
highly likely that Israel could lose control of “fast
moving” events and find itself in the midst of a
new Arab-Israeli crisis.
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The bombings in Eilat and the Israeli reaction

The terrorist attack in the Negev (on the Israeli
side of the Sinai desert demarcation line) trig-
gered a triangle of tension between Israel, Egypt
and Hamas, the radical Palestinian political organ-
ization which runs Gaza. According to the Israeli
newspaper Haaretz, the attack occurred on the
road connecting Be’er Sheeva with Eilat, near Ein
Netafim, where two armed groups attacked two
Israeli buses and a private car, leaving seven peo-
ple dead and a dozen wounded. The perpetrators
of the attacks were members of the Popular Re-
sistance Committees, a Palestinian group some-
times referred to as a “cartel” which has a galaxy
of acronyms of affiliates, including groups repre-
senting the former militants of Hamas, Fatah, the
Islamic Jihad and the Brigades of the Martyrs of
the al-Agsa. Israel’s response was swift, and tar-
geted against the Gaza Strip. Israeli Air Force (IAF)
sorties resulted in the deaths of at least 15 people,
including 5 Egyptians. Hamas, despite not having
claimed responsibility for the attacks, justified
them, and hoped that other actions would be car-
ried out against the enemy. The breaking of the
ceasefire between Hamas and Tel Aviv, agreed in
2009, which was confirmed by Abu Obeida,
spokesman for the armed wing of Hamas, the
Ezzedim al-Qassam Brigade, was the first political
causality of this action. In turn, Israeli Defence

Minister Ehud Barak, in an interview with Israeli
newspaper Maariv, accused Egypt of not
operating in an effective manner and not control-
ling its Sinai border, assigning to it responsibility
for the commando attack. This accusation drew a
dry and resentful denial from Cairo, and the Egyp-
tian Ambassador in Tel Aviv, Yasser Rida, was re-
called.

Israel then launched a massive military operation
against Gaza dubbed “Operation Eagle,” which
aimed to stop the continuous firing of Qassam
rockets from the Gaza Strip into Israel proper and
root out other terrorist cells and armed gangs
operating in Sinai. It also tried to find a notorious
figure, Ramzi Mahmud al-Muwafi, a physician and
chemical weapons expert who has worked for
Osama bin Laden. He escaped from an Egyptian
prison last January.

At the same time, the Israeli Government sought
to protect the civilian population from the rock-
ets. Some have criticized Israel for stepping up its
use of the majestic “Iron Dome” anti-missile de-
fense system, which cost $205 million and has
already been actively deployed in fending off at-
tacks on Jerusalem and subsequent Israeli retalia-
tion against the Gaza Strip in March of this year.
Iron Dome launches mobile weapons and is capa-
ble of intercepting short-range threats at distanc-

es ranging from 30 and 70 km. It is versa-

tile and effective in all weather conditions.

Egypt and Sinai: new threats to Israel?

Sinai and southern Israel had been free of
such incidents for almost two years; how-
ever, since the fall of former Egyptian Pres-
ident Hosni Mubarak Egypt’s territory ap-
pears to have become a fertile ground for
terrorist activities, which will create new
“realities” in this region of the Middle East.
It is clear to the Israelis that dangerous
terrorist cells are present there, as well as a
flourishing illegal arms traffic in both the
Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip. Even
major Egyptian newspapers, such as al-
Ahram and al-Wafd, have discussed these
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concerns and raised the possibility that al-Qaeda
agents, members of Hamas and Hezbollah merce-
naries are active in the peninsula, allegations ve-
hemently denied by Khaled Fuad, the Governor of
Sinai. The fall of former President Mubarak has
aided the proliferation of such trafficking and
movement of armed groups as the previous state
controls have now lapsed. This has led to attacks
on police posts at el-Arish and the Arab Gas Pipe-
line, which in addition to supplying Jordan is de-
signed to meet 40% of Egypt's energy require-
ments.

The security of the peninsula is regulated by the
peace treaty between Israel and Egypt signed at
Camp David in Maryland in 1979. These agree-
ments set the number of Egyptian soldiers al-
lowed in Sinai and expected their ultimate reduc-
tion. Sinai is now recognized as an integral part of
Egyptian territory. It was captured by Israel during
the Six-day War (1967), occupied for many years,
partially returned to Cairo under the Camp David
Accords and then officially returned in its entirety
to Egypt in 1982, although this actually happened
only in 1989 when the Taba agreements were
sealed. These agreements confirmed the full
recognition from the Israeli side of the interna-
tional border between the two States. The agree-
ments of 1979 divided the peninsula into three
zones of military deployment. In area C, the one
closest to Israel, any deployment of the Egyptian
military must be minor in comparison to the other
zones and be by garrisoned troops serving in con-
junction with those of the Israeli Defense Forces.

Cairo has recently concurred with the request of
Tel Aviv to increase the military deployment in
this zone to 1,000 troops, seeking to restore secu-
rity in the area, which is highly strategic for both
sides. As reported by Haaretz, those responsible
for latest attacks were not all Palestinians, some
being Egyptians (at least three were identified)
and al-Qaeda supporting militiamen from Afghan-
istan and Pakistan could also have been part of
the commando squad. The death of five Egyptian
soldiers who were accidently killed by the IDF in
the days following the attacks in Eilat has further
damaged relations between the Israel and Egypt.

In addition, the military command in Cairo has
understood that the situation is not acceptable to
the Egyptian population and it is therefore neces-
sary to bring about a conclusion to prevent the
situation spinning out of control, and turning the
border into one as dangerous as Israel's border
with Lebanon, where Hezbollah, a Syrian-Iranian
backed terrorist organization is active.

In Egypt there are in fact three actors: the Bedou-
ins, the Salafists and the Palestinians. Cairo has
long discriminated against the first, and this has
given rise to an armed movement which has
largely escaped any governmental control. The
presence of these Bedouin tribes, who are under
pressure due to the militarization of the area and
the government’s desire to develop tourism in
their tribal areas, has created the conditions
which could fuel a rebellion against the central
authorities and illegal activities such as the smug-
gling of weapons and the boycotting and destruc-
tion of oil and gas pipelines, especially those sup-
plying Israel.

Cairo has recently concurred with the request
of Tel Aviv to increase the military deployment
in this zone to 1,000 troops, seeking to
restore security in the area, which is highly
strategic for both sides.

The Salafi threat comes from local populations,
mixed with extremist factions, which adopt tactics
similar to those of al-Qaeda. The Middle East News
Agency (MENA), Egypt's state news agency, has
already reported the birth of a cell of al-Qaeda in
the Sinai Peninsula. Safwat Abdel Ghani, leader of
the al-Gama’'a al-Islamiyya, an Islamist movement
outlawed by the Egyptian government and
deemed a terrorist organization by the United
States and the European Union, confirmed the
existence of this still very small cell to the Egyp-
tian newspaper al-Youm al-Sabaa. Finally, the Pal- }
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estinian faction uses the Sinai as a rearguard to
support its activities in the Gaza Strip. Hamas and
other Palestinian radical groups have fully exploit-
ed their ingrained links with local smugglers as
they bring weapons and explosives in through
underground tunnels all along the Sinai border
which end up in the hands of terrorists. These
“factions” are not united and carry out their own
independent actions. However, they all have the
immediate goal of weakening normal relations
between Israel and Egypt. All these elements
combined lead observers to think that the attack
in Israel was linked to the ongoing events in Egypt
and the efforts being made to disrupt the unity of
that country as well as Israel.

Palestinian divisions and instability in Israel

While Hamas makes no claims concerning the
attacks in Eilat, it is seeking to counter internal
threats to its organization as well as those from
the more extreme and radical Salafi
related” factions and other jihadist groups. Those
who take the more hard-line positions in the pros-

“cause-

ecution of grievances against Hamas fear that the
Islamic movement has far too moderate a posi-
tion against Israel and is guilty of not implement-
ing a form of Orthodox Sharia law in Palestine.
Rafah, the Hamas political leader in Gaza, has ad-
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mitted that the movement has not been able to
control the tide of groups which make up the Ji-
hadist galaxy. Hamas does not seem able to con-
trol even its own dissidents, who have managed
to launch rockets into Israel and take part in ac-
tions such as the assassination of the Italian activ-
ist and journalist Vittorio Arrigoni.

In fact, the greatest Israeli fear is the perceived
threat from the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood
and, above all, the strong bond between it and
Hamas. In Egypt Islamist-inspired parties and na-
tionalists support the Palestinian cause, as do the
majority of Egyptians, as evidenced by a survey
conducted by the Egyptian government five years
ago, in which the vast majority (92%) of respond-
ents saw Israel as an enemy and the peace treaty
with the Jewish state as a betrayal of the Palestini-
an people. If the composition of the new Egyptian
government is contingent on popular support,
then Hamas could gain ground and be better po-
sitioned to inflict attacks on Israel, thanks in large
part to the re-opening of the Egyptian border
with Gaza. In fact, the opening of the border
crossings will bring about significant improve-
ment in local living conditions. On the other hand,
it would ensure Hamas more opportunity to re-
gain the consensus of support, which was lost in
the last year and also create an easier flow of
weapons and other war materials at the ex-
pense of the already fragile Israeli security
situation in the nearby Gaza Strip. Therefore,
the Gaza Strip, though now relatively quiet
after operation “Cast Lead” (2009), is likely to
become a theatre for the escalation of ten-
sion. The internal dynamics of the parties to
the conflict, heavily influenced by regional
events will be the overriding force.

Moreover, should internal conditions in Gaza
become even more chaotic the situation in
Israel will certainly deteriorate, and not in the
quietest way. The pending conflict will also
be exacerbated by the current economic cri-
sis and the social unrest which broke out in
July. Israelis came out into the street to pro-
test about the rising costs of living and the
overall shortage of affordable housing. In
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addition, much more can be added, as there cur-
rently exists a great deal of confusion and acute
instability in the Israeli government and the coun-
try as a whole.

Protesters have demanded that the Netanyahu
government make economic interventions to re-
duce the cost of living indicators and to generate
employment for young people. A possible back-
lash to this creates an ever present threat of a pos-
sible new military operation in the Gaza Strip as a
diversion. The shrinking of the Jewish population
in Israel based on low birthrates and the govern-
ment not being able to close ranks to form a com-
mon front against a Palestinian terrorist threat
further compounds an already difficult situation
on the ground

New regional scenario and greater Israeli isola-
tion

The Israeli scenario involves more than the simple
issues with Egypt and Hamas: it involves the
whole Middle East. The attack in the Negev desert
could open up problems which could haunt the
country, especially in light of on-going Arab revo-
lutions. Israel might see an enlargement of an Ar-
ab front as, for example, the Golan Heights could
be impacted by the revolt in Syria. Syria’s sectari-
an divisions could bring into play the main allies
of Damascus, Iran and Hezbollah, which are also
the main enemies of Israel. Despite the presence
of the ruling Alawite clan in Syria and the conse-
quent high degree of border tension over the dis-
puted Golan Heights, relations between Israel and
Syria have actually been quite stable since the
Yom Kippur war (1973). Therefore the fall of As-
sad’s regime would, paradoxically, be a political
and social disaster for Israel, opening up a new
problem to the north-east in an area that is al-
ready strongly affected by constant and heated
standoff with Hezbollah.

Moreover, the fall of the Assad regime would be a
strategic defeat for Iran, which would lose its in-
fluence in the Arabic Levant and with other allies
in the region. This would not be convenient at a

time when Tehran is strengthening its position in
the region following Washington’s decision to
withdraw all military forces from Iraq by the end
of 2011. Meanwhile, a possible regime change in
Syria would leave Hezbollah - which is very de-
pendent politically on the Syrian regime - highly
vulnerable. Hezbollah, at this point, might find it
strategically advantageous to form a political-
military alliance with Hamas to breathe new life
into a confrontation with Israel which has the po-
tential to greatly increase its standing and pres-
tige in the Arab world.

... a possible regime change in Syria would
leave Hezbollah - which is very dependent po-
litically on the Syrian regime - highly vulnera-
ble. Hezbollah, at this point, might find it stra-
tegically advantageous to form a political-
military alliance with Hamas to breathe new
life into a confrontation with Israel which has
the potential to greatly increase its standing
and prestige in the Arab world.

The fears of Israel stretch beyond the Jordan Riv-
er, as Jordan has its own internal strife. Riots
against the Hashemite dynasty and the new wave
activism of Jabhat al-' Amal al-Islami, better
known as the Islamic Action Front (IAF), which
represents the political soul and heart of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood in Jordan, are not encouraging
news for Tel Aviv. The IAF has always disapproved
of the openings to the West and the normaliza-
tion of relations with Israel undertaken by the Jor-
danian monarchy. It is clear that any possible in-
stability in Amman would be a danger to the na-
tional security of Israel. The loss of its last “ally” in
the area and the consequent expansion of hostili-
ties along all Israel’s borders would upset the po-
litical balance of the West Bank.
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In addition, the Obama administration’s recent
positions on Israel, over the borders of pre 1967,
and the recognition of its support for a two-state
solution with Palestine has not helped Tel Aviv in
the international scene. It is necessary to recall
that the Jewish state is isolated from various sides
by regimes which do not agree with its very exist-
ence. Its diplomatic relations with Turkey, led by a
former Israel supporter, Recep Tayyib Erdogan,
have been severely damaged in the last year as a
result of the “Freedom Flotilla” affair, which has in
turn brought about a new level of anxiety about
the political rapprochement between Fatah and
Hamas, the two main Palestinian political move-
ments, and fear over the September UN vote on
recognition of an independent Palestinian state.

Political and institutional changes underway in
North Africa and the Middle East could still bear
significant surprises for Israel. The uncertainty
over future relations with Egypt, the upheavals
taking place in Syria and a possible escalation of
tensions with Hamas are all factors contributing
to the growth of Israeli worries and nurturing the
so-called “Jewish syndrome of encirclement.”
With Israel preparing to face a series of economic
uncertainties in the region, no conventional mili-
tary action can be encouraged as such an action
would not necessarily restore order in the Levant,
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Despite what happened on the 22nd of August, a
ceasefire proposal has been put forth. It is neces-
sary to reduce clashes between Hamas and Israel
in the Gaza Strip, as all sides would benefit from a
negotiated truce. Tel Aviv might be best advised
to lower the intensity and tone of its own rhetoric
about possible a military confrontation to avert
the possibility of further radicalization. This is es-
sential in preventing new scenarios of war in a
region that is very sensitive to sudden changes.

In the final analysis, the most plausible scenarios
on the horizon are either a full-scale armed con-
flict or more rockets being launched from the Ga-
za Strip. In the first case, a new “Cast Lead”-type
operation would risk provoking war on three
fronts, with Hezbollah in the North and East and
Egypt and Hamas in the South. This could also
trigger a wider Arab-Israeli conflict. In the second
scenario Israel must demonstrate an ability to pas-
sively withstand Hamas attacks, present the Jew-
ish state as the victim and convey the plight of the
country to the international community. This
would ensure that the Palestinians were labeled
as the hardcore perpetrators of terrorism.

However, the recent reconciliation between Ha-
mas and Fatah and the possible recognition by
the United Nations of the occupied Palestinian
territories as an independent state bring about
yet even more complications. Although the situa-
tion is not yet clear, Israel must choose the most
plausible way to prevent new and even more
troublesome regional war scenarios from emerg-

ing.
Note:

* Richard Rousseau is Associate Professor and
Chairman of the Department of Political Science
and International Relations at Khazar University in
Baku, Azerbaijan and a contributor to Global Brief,
World  Affairs in  the 21st  Century
(www.globalbrief.ca) and The Jamestown Foun-
dation.
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