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Thelncidentsin the Northern Theater (Syria and L ebanon):
A Changein the Rules of the Game?

Udi Deke

Israel has been preparing for escalation in theheon theater for a long time. In
particular, it fears that the events in Syria wpill over into Israel, creating an area along
the Golan Heights border that is not controlledabgentral government and that will be
used by rogue terrorist and jihadi elements agdisistel. Indeed, the three violent
incidents on Israel’'s border with Syria and Lebasorce early March 2014 may signal
that the long standing situation is changing: @séhevents harbored greater potential for
escalation, perhaps a lengthy period of relativetqgim Israel’s northern theater (Syria
and Lebanon) may be ending, with the area in quediecoming a site of increasing
activity. The challenge that can be expected inntbrthern theater is complex, given the
various actors with conflicting interests and objexs. This could drag Israel, willingly
or unwillingly, into a series of border incidengsprolonged conflict, or even rocket fire
or gunfire deep into Israeli territory and widesmteescalation.

However, the incident of March 18, in which an Ip&trol on the Golan Heights was
struck by a roadside bomb, is not at the heatede scenarios, because all signs point to
the bomb’s having been placed by Hizbollah-backedcels, apparently with the
knowledge and aid of Assad’s forces. Indeed, likedy that all three incidents in March

— two on the Syrian border, in territories contrdllby the Assad regime and Assad
loyalists, and the third in the area of Mount Dav,Hizbollah stronghold- were
Hizbollah attacks against Israel.

The apparent catalyst for the recent wave of imtglés the February 24, 2014 attack on
a weapons convoy from Syria to Lebanon, attribitethe IAF. Unlike previous attacks
attributed to the IDF, this strike took place inbla@ese territory and apparently resulted
in more extensive damage than the destruction @fpaes. In turn, Hizbollah leader
Hassan Nasrallah promised to respond at the apategime and place. Nasrallah and
his forces may believe that the aerial attack ibdmon indicates a change in the rules of
the game that were ostensibly in place until navd #at therefore Hizbollah must signal
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that it will not accept continued air strikes inbdagmon. More generally, it is obligated to
respond, inter alia, in order to maintain its imagd_ebanon’s protector against Israel.

If the assessment is correct that Assad (or hisceg)rwere a party to the bombs in the
Golan Heights, at least in terms of knowledge tbierthe question is, what led to this
change in the previous policy, namely, not to respto air strikes attributed to Israel?
There are a number of developments that may affesad and Hizbollah's cost-benefit
assessment of the situation and the expected haesn will suffer from testing the
boundaries of the rules of the game with Israelrésidng escalation.

Hizbollah has regained some obvious self-confideafter achieving military successes
in Syria in the Yabrud sector and driving rebelc&s from the Syrian-Lebanese border.
Regarding internal Lebanese politics, the rivaltpall forces have reached an agreement
on establishing a government, whose basic guideliséer to Hizbollah’s right to act
against Israel, with a focus on the Israeli “ocdigrd of Lebanese territories (Shab’a
Farms/Mount Dov). Nevertheless, the domestic psEes Lebanon are not evolving in
Hizbollah’'s favor — evidenced by the series of bambings aimed at organization
officials.

Assad is defying predictions and surviving thedhjear of the uprising. The story Assad
wove when the violence beganthat this was not a popular uprising by the Syrian
public, but an attack by Salafist jihadi terroredements against the Syrian state and
government, whose objective was not the benefyfan citizens- is in fact proving
true, and now appears to be a correct descripfidheouprising, given the weakness of
the moderate and secular opposition. Assad is stgghbnancially and militarily by Iran
and Russia, has even received international legiymfollowing his agreement to
dismantle the chemical arsenal, and his partiopat implementation of the agreement.
Russia has increased its assistance to Assad, @irapnmore funding and sending more
advisors to support the regime. Furthermore, Fuasshown himself a tough leader who
does not recoil from conflicts with the West andnfr establishing facts on the ground
using aggressive measures (e.g., vis-a-vis UkanueCrimea). Add to this the failure of
the second Geneva conference. This has made iittobgathere is no viable alternative to
the Assad government, which is prepared to positiself for reelection by Syria’s
citizens.

The question, then, is whether and to what extemtparties are interested in changing
the rules of the game that have been in place now.

While Assad recently may have felt strengthenedikedy understands that if Israel has
to intervene in the conflict in Syria, there wolld a dramatic change in the balance of
forces arrayed against him, to the point that bgime could be jeopardized. However,
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he has also received enough messages making ittoldam that Israel prefers not to
intervene in Syria’s domestic conflict and be dramto the Syrian swamp.

Hizbollah has paid for its active support of Assadthe erosion of its status and

legitimacy within Lebanon. Therefore, if it hasdiash with Israel, it prefers to transfer
the battlefield to the Golan Heights and not positit in Lebanon. Nasrallah apparently
fears that Israel will attempt to take advantagdisfdistress and introduce new rules of
the game. Hence, on the one hand Nasrallah has anadesnmitment to respond to the
recent attack attributed to the IAF in Lebanon:féars that if Israel is moving toward

new rules of the game, he must signal to Isradl ieatoo can change the rules (by
choosing to operate in the Golan Heights). On therchand, Hizbollah is committed to

Assad, and therefore, it must carefully considemiioves and avoid actions that could
jeopardize the future of the Assad regime.

Israel’s offensive response against the Syrian aang/ security positions on the Golan
Heights indicates its assessment that Hizbollatesponsible for the IEDs (improvised
explosive devices) and that the attack was camigdwith at least the knowledge of
Assad’s forces. At this point, Israel has no intamtof, or interest in, intervening in
events in Syria because there is no guarantedhbatituation after Israeli intervention
would be better from Israel's point of view. Allges indicate that there is no real
moderate alternative to Assad, and that the regiroaster could thrust Syria into the
hands of Salafist jihadi elements.

The uncertainty concerning Syria’s future has @wad tripartite deterrence of sorts
among lIsrael, Syria, and Hizbollah, with each did&ing the power to damage the
others, which could lead to an uncontrolled detation of the situation. Therefore, only
the non-state actors the anti-Assad jihadi elementsare likely to try to exploit the
situation by sparking incidents and masking theriliabollah or Syrian provocations in
order to drag Israel into escalation and thereby l® deterioration of the situation and
the fall of the Bashar Assad regime.

ndeed, it appears that all sides are attemptirdeticately shape the rules of the game,
without breaching the overall framework in existentNevertheless, in terms of the
boundaries of each side, there is the potentiat$malation because Syria and Lebanon
have unstable, shaky systems and every action asily éead to a chain of unintended
and unanticipated consequences. Accordingly, therthe potential for uncontrolled
deterioration in which each party reacts to th@aese of the other, prompting a process
of escalation.

Thus while Israel has been preparing for the chramgituation in Syria and on the Golan
Heights front, the Israeli response was directedssiad’s Syria as the responsible state
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actor that must prevent any operations againseli$ream Syrian territory. This response
was chosen even though Assad controls only orte-diftthe country and his forces do
not control the situation; the assessment that d¢liab was acting with Assad’s
knowledge also requires proof.

The IDF must adjust its actions to the developiylgria situation. It must be prepared for
a series of provocations directed at Israel, reffeom uncontrolled operant responses
directed at irrelevant actors, and not fall inte thaps that Syria, Hizbollah, and rogue
actors try to set for it. Only in incidents wheunsitclear that Hizbollah, Syria, and Iran are
behind the anti-Israel operations is it importamt fsrael to direct its response to pro-
Assad forces, and in the event of escalation, goatiand threaten the Assad regime,
because it is its interest in survival that driitealong with Iran and Hizbollah.
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