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The Attack in the Golan Heights: Is an Israel-“Axis’ Conflict Expected?
Omer Einav

In the background to the attack in the Golan Haigigar Quneitra on January 18, 2015
are last year’s air strikes in Syria on convoysvehpons sent to Hizbollah by Iran. With
the most recent attack, however, which was attehub Israel and killed Hizbollah
operatives and lIranian Revolutionary Guards al-QEdsce commanders, Hizbollah,
Iran, and Syria have apparently perceived a chéygksrael of the rules of the game.
Thus, this attack, which was actually a targetedngi of a symbolic figure, Jihad
Mughniyeh, and Mohammad Ali Allabadi, a senior Iranian Quds Force officer, marked
a new standard in the tension between Israel oorteehand, and Hizbollah and Iran on
the other. The attack on Hizbollah and Iran on @yrsoil gave the recent incident a
broader meaning than that attached to previoustgwemhe conflict arena between Israel
and the Iran-Syria-Hizbollah axis. Much attentiaiherefore, is now focused on
predicting Hizbollah'’s response, in coordinatiorthairan or separately, and assessing the
considerations that will guide the “axis” response.

Apparently in the eyes of Iran and Hizbollah, thtaek crossed a red line and thus
demands a high price of Israel. From time to tisr@él is perceived as violating the rules
of the game formulated after the civil war broke muSyria, implying that Hizbollah’s
deterrence, widely accepted as a given since tbhenfieLebanon War, is eroding. Israel
has attacked the organization several times, imodudhe assassination of Imad
Mughniyeh in 2008, the killing of Hassan LakkisBeirut in 2013, and the recent strike.
These targeted strikes join numerous operationsbuatitd to Israel against arms
shipments to Hizbollah in Syrian territory and theosure of a spy ring within Hizbollah
that is suspected of collaborating with Israel.

Hizbollah's responses to these events were relgtiveak. They included one significant
response, the attack in Burgas, Bulgaria in July22@long with failed attempts to launch
further attacks abroad and pinpoint strikes in tioethern Golan Heights and Shab’a
Farms during 2014. Against this background, it emsonable to assume that the
organization and its Iranian patron believe thaytmust restore deterrence against Israel
so as not to abandon the principle of attackingelsrwhich in their view understands
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only the language of force, and act in accordandth whe spirit of mugawama

(resistance). To them, continued relative restraiifit encourage Israel to continue the
trend toward escalation and erode Hizbollah’s pmsias the leader of the resistance.
This assessment concerning Hizbollah's intentiensupported by explicit statements in
recent months by Secretary General Hassan Nasradshwell as declarations by
Hizbollah spokesmen following the latest strike,d@man order to gain legitimacy for a

response.

However, a dramatic response by Hizbollah and lemuld entail tangible risks of
deterioration into war, a development that nonéhefparties involved — Hizbollah, Iran,
Syria, or Israel — desire. Not only is Hizbollahred in a long war in Syria, particularly
in the struggle against the Islamic State (I1S) gna® and Iraqi soil, which is stretching
its capabilities over several arenas; it must atsatend with problems at home, namely,
the domestic situation in Lebanon.

Indeed, the domestic tension in Lebanon is forditigbollah to avoid unnecessary
additional turmoil. Hizbollah recently launched ialdgue with opponents in the Future
Movement, in an attempt to defuse the Sunni-Shétesion in Lebanon and end the
political crisis regarding the lack of a president.ebanon since May 2014. Despite the
inherent animosity between the parties, the talksewaunched out of the recognized
need to stabilize the country, given the wave éfigees from Syria, the infiltration of
Salafist jihadi elements into Lebanon, and the ramttion of domestic security. The
Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra aspire to exgf@m@oundaries of the fighting beyond
Syria’s border into Lebanon and to bring Lebanato ithe cycle of violence. If they
succeed, this will realize the Lebanese nightmidesrallah must also take into account
this threatening possibility if he chooses to @skonfrontation with Israel, which incurs
potential for severe damage. Moreover, Hizbollaliiseserved support for the Bashar al-
Assad regime in Syria has strengthened the tiegeaet them. For this reason, any action
against Israel could lead to an Israeli responsgnagthe axis that would damage the
government in Damascus and weaken it against @nes at home.

Thus several days after suffering a painful and ihatimg blow, operationally and in

terms of collective organizational consciousnesgbeéllah is planning its moves, making
the expected threats, garnering legitimacy, angageg its response. What, however, is
at work under the surface? What contacts are thetigeen Iran and Hizbollah, and what
logic will dictate the course of action of the &i$ehran is undoubtedly paying close
attention to the question of whether Israel knewualthe presence of the Iranian officer
and his assistants in the convoy that was attaakeldhow the information affected the
decision to attack. In addition, Iran’s consideyat are broader than Hizbollah’s
Lebanese-Syrian angle and focus on its positiolomadly and internationally. Decision

makers in Tehran must take into account the steudml regional hegemony against
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Saudi Arabia; the lack of Western resistance — wisigemingly implies legitimacy — to
Iranian footholds in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and otpkaces via Shiite and other groups,
which are proxies for Iran; and the negotiationglennuclear issue. When these weighty
issues are factored into a system of considerattbrsresult will be a decision translated
into a mode of action: who will act, when, wheradan what format. In any case, it
appears that this time, there is coordinated adiiothe Iran-Hizbollah axis, while Syria
exerted limited influence, even though the incidenk place on its territory.

The considerations of the axis are also evidengeitstdefiant policy: For the first time,
the Iranians are not concealing their presenchen3olan Heights, which until now was
an improbable scenario. Hizbollah is permittingelitsfreedom of action and a high
profile on the Golan Heights and is working to bB&h an infrastructure in the region for
attacks on Israel — not to protect Damascus, bubfoa sense of power and freedom from
the need to take into account the consideratioiseoAssad regime, whether it backs this
activity or not. As the axis sees it, if Israel s itself to operate freely in the Golan
Heights while aiding the anti-Assad rebels on uasidevels, then the situation will
change and the Golan Heights, an area of chao®utithovernance, will become the
main arena of struggle between the axis and Istémes. is the place to design new rules
of the game.

Iran and Hizbollah appear to be seeking an apptgprviolent response to restore
deterrence and signal to Israel that they will actept the change in the rules of the
game, but without this leading to war. A Januaryh#@dline in the Lebanese daily as-
Safir put it well: “More than a Response, Less thawar.” The axis has a number of
possible responses of varying degrees of intensityne of which were implemented in
the past and some of which have not yet been pataiction. These include an air strike
using unmanned aerial vehicles; a naval strikegttack on IDF forces and camps in the
northern sector, including high trajectory fire;bey warfare; a pinpoint strike on the
Israeli-Lebanese border (the Blue Line); or anchtia the international arena.

For its part, Israel could influence the axis res@in a number of ways. Israel is already
working to significantly improve the componentsdeffense in the north and to lower the
profile of its moves so as to deny Hizbollah atiixec operational opportunities. It
appears that Israel’s leading objective, aside fp@ace and quiet and security, is not to
allow Iran and Hizbollah to establish a foothold émntrol and terror infrastructures in
the Golan Heights. At the same time, a new conoegciperhaps irrevocable, has been
created between southern Lebanon and the Golarhtdeyrimarily because Hizbollah’s
sector of operations has expanded and Assad isasiogly dependent on the
organization. Hence a new equation: action by Hiabdrom Syrian territory can lead to
an lIsraeli response in Lebanese territory, or ca@hg, action by Hizbollah from
Lebanese territory can cause damage to regimesaiss&yria. Messages of this type
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could affect Hizbollah and Iran’s considerationsewhhey come to attack Israeli targets,
and even more so if they attempt to turn the Gélaights into an isolated arena of
conflict unconnected to southern Lebanon.

In conclusion, the Israeli starting point must hattthis incident is part of the conflict
against the Iran-Hizbollah axis, which will not esise restraint in the face of targeted
killings of its officials. The balance of deterrenand the equilibrium between the parties
is on the verge of being upset, and it remainsetcséen how Iran and Hizbollah will
choose to reshape the rules of the game givenotiditons dictated to them from within
and without. As for Israel, it must show resolvel amot be deterred by escalation if in
fact it has an interest in preventing the estabiesht of an Iranian-Hizbollah foothold in
the Golan Heights, which would be a platform fotaeking Israel at a time and in
circumstances that suit the axis.

IINYT INDA FNNT NN

Tl SSTITUTE FOR MATICHAL SECUAITY STUleES

HOCEROE AT NG el MR L 1L T
CERTES 0N BT EGEC STUGeES IR RGN



