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Closing the Home Front Defense Ministry
Meir Elran and Alex Altshuler

Home Front Defense Minister Gilad Erdan’s letter oésignation and his
recommendation that the ministry be closed angawers transferred to the Defense
Ministry will apparently lead to the end of yet @mer sad story in Israel's attempts to
construct a system that can best cope with thewsethreats to the civilian front.

Over the past year, the disagreement between tfen&e Ministry and the Home Front
Defense Ministry over handling of the civilian ftoa in which the IDF's Home Front
Command was also an active partyntensified severely. The controversy was a true
reflection of the lack of stability and continuity building the system, long characterized
by a random, patchwork approach. This has led tgoimg rivalries within the
professional echelons.

This article will not discuss the political aspeofghe recent development. Rather, it will
attempt to shed light on the various ramificatimisthe lack of clarity as to which
government body has the authority and responsilidit enhancing the robustness of the
civilian front and managing it during emergenci€his fundamental issue has been on
the public agenda for years and witnessed sevailadfexperiments since the Second
Lebanon War (2006). These included the establishnmen2007 of the National
Emergency Management Authority (NEMA), which in 20Wvas integrated into the
Home Front Defense Ministry, established in 20dgether with the National Economy
Emergency System (NEES), which became part of NEMA.

The core of the problem is that unlike with theitary front, where there is a clear
hierarchy as well as clarity and general consertbasho is responsible on each level,
there is no such structure for the civilian (horfteht. The numerous civilian bodies that
deal with the home front are decentralized, with glmmmon norms, organizational
structure, and professional language. The diversitghese bodies creates ambiguity
within the political-strategic echelon and on thefpssional level. The coalition-based
government structure in Israel, along with the higks associated with the civilian front,
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makes it extremely difficult to formulate an intatgd, coherent, and agreed structure for
decision making. The unsatisfactory result is evidm the ground.

The apparent closure of the Home Front Defense dtiniafter three years of rivalries
and attempts at self-definition will likely not sel the real problem, although it may
alleviate it somewhat, as a few of the bureauc@dstacles will be removed. However,
even if the ministry is closed, several complexleinges will remain, including:

1. The lack of consensus within the political leadgrsin the question of authority
and responsibility for the civilian front, which islearly reflected in years of
successive failures to produce legislation that ldvanake it possible to build a
coordinated system to deal effectively with thesmquences of emergencies.

2. The need for institutionalized understanding ancbgaition of the distinction
between the defense machinereactive and passive for the civilian front, which
are under the clear responsibility of the IDF, ahd systems for handling the
population and civilian infrastructures prior tayrshg, and post emergencies, which
are under the responsibility of the civilian autties, both central and local. It
appears that the latter component is the one tes¢rdes a fresh comprehensive
approach, systemic planning, careful allocationregources, and horizontal and
vertical coordination. The absence of all theséects a serious gap in home front
preparedness. Even if the seniority of the Defévisestry on the strategic level is
(again) made clear and translated operationaltiiegdHome Front Command (and all
IDF units), the challenging question of who is imoge of coordinating the many
civilian emergency agencies will remain: Who wi#aide on priorities in investing
resources in building civilian protection and seelsystems? Who will set the
required standards for preparedness for the awilipopulation, the local
municipalities, and civilian critical infrastruces? Who will decide how to operate
and allocate first responders between incidentsagpout during an emergency? Who
will coordinate between the national police and firefighters (who are subordinate
to the Ministry of Public Security) and the Homeor Command? The relatively
minor experience of the snowstorm in December 20b¥es that the gaps are far
from trivial and could result in serious damage wiigere is a real challenge.

3. The assumption that the defense establishmenbwildble to play a central role
on the civilian front is neither realistic nor katal. Perhaps the best example in this
respect concerns the dramatic disparities betwdtareht municipalities in terms of
their level of preparedness. While some have madsiderable progress toward an
appropriate level of preparedness, many are stillffiom the level that is needed.
Does the defense establishment want or need, ¢oupén itself the task of building
their capacities prior to a serious emergency®dsean able to do so? Furthermore, in

a democratic country, is it appropriate that theF,Dhrough the Home Front
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Command, be responsible for the civilian populatroan emergency (for example, a
decision on whether to close or open schools?) iBsise is connected to an even
more complex topic, concerning the missions, theragonal mode, and the

organizational affiliation of the Home Front Commdain the long term, which also

requires further consideration.

The closure of the Home Front Defense Ministry pdes another opportunity for
creative thinking and bold decision making on fttrigical issue. Proposals made in the
past (such as granting the overall responsibibtyhe Ministry of Public Security) were
either rejected or only partially adopted, mostldwing a crisis (such as transferring
the responsibility for the firefighting servicesoin the Ministry of the Interior to the
Ministry of Public Security following the large &ron the Carmel). Even the expanded
personal involvement of the Prime Minister in theridion making processes on these
issues has not created a new, positive situatitie. §ystem has remained without an
agreed and binding concept on the national levdl without sufficient control of the
buildup and the operations on the tactical level.

Given this unfortunate experience, it would perhbpsappropriate to consider a new
organizational template, one that would not aspaefull and probably impossible
centralization, but would attempt to construct arenfbexible system, decentralized but
orderly and agreed upon. Such a system could Ellmsa division of labor in which on
the national level, each of the government mirgstriivould be responsible for its own
territory (as is the practice now), according toaderly long term national budgeted
plan. Such a plan must be based on a comprehenatiaal doctrine for the civilian
front, which would be approved and later controlbgda special “cabinet” for the Home
Front, headed by the Prime Minister, and would s&w the primary decision maker on
the national level. The responsibility for the agenal aspects would be divided
according to the following principle: the IDF woulze responsible for active defense
systems and for early warning. The municipalitiesuld have the responsibility for
managing response operations during emergencid¢isein respective territories. They
will be assisted with prearranged support by thet fesponders, while the mayors will be
responsible for their actual deployment. Some efitital governments are now ready for
this responsibility. Others must receive significdeelp and training, which should be
provided by a special government task force to &tabdéished for this purpose. This
suggestion is not without problems, partly becaosday, first responder mechanisms are
controlled nationally , which requires careful ptarg and coordination in advance and
might also necessitate the creation of control emsn{perhaps under the Ministry of
Public Security) that would enable the needed aumjeists to be made between the
services during an emergency. Rehabilitation missiovhich are essential, costly,
complicated, and lengthy, should also be positioneder government responsibility.
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The overall proposed structure is feasible for thedium term. Its implementation
requires legislation.

Continuing with the present orientation is not abke option, and almost any agreed
outline is preferable. Israel can take advantaglefsituation in the region Hizbollah,
Hamas, and Syria are relatively weakto prepare the civilian front to meet the
challenges it will face in the future. Addressingetchallenge of authority and
responsibility for the civilian front is an essetiequirement for the successful national
response to what is presently perhaps the primearyrggy challenge.
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