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The bold military or diplomatic stroke has been a pillar of the modern Israeli national story. The 
Six Day War, the Entebbe raid, secret negotiations with a series of Arab leaders, and indeed the 
founding of the state itself, have all served to inspire Israel's image as the "plucky country". 
 
Israeli governments are routinely expected to be audacious and inventive in the conduct of 
strategic policy; often as a function of necessity, given the unforgiving neighbourhood. But a 
survey of Israel's current threat horizon underlines that expectations of boldness can also be 
something of a curse. 
 
Israel faces related threats on three fronts: the multifaceted challenge posed by Iran, Hezbollah's 
rebuilding of its missile arsenal in Lebanon, and the Hamas threat in Gaza. 
 
Of these, Iran ranks as the first among equals. Its nuclear program, whether intended to produce 
a weapon or not, will put the technical means for a bomb within Tehran's grasp some time in the 
next two to five years (or sooner or later than this, depending on who you believe). 
 
It may appear odd that Israel, a nuclear weapon state in all but name, and easily the most 
powerful and proficient military power in the Middle East, should have anything to fear from an 
Iranian regime whose promises to "wipe Israel from the map" seem, to the casual observer, to 
grow less credible as they become more febrile. 
 
Yet national security is defined by perspective and history - with the weight of the latter felt, in 
particular, in the Israeli case. The fears of the residents of Haifa, Tel Aviv or Jerusalem that they 
might one day be subject to a nuclear attack are not calmed by the dispassionate arithmetic of 
those who - usually living far from these cities - calculate an eventual balance of terror between 
Israel and Iran. 
 
The fact that the considered view of US intelligence agencies in last year's National Intelligence 
Estimate (NIE) was that Iran, while continuing to carry out worrisome nuclear activities, had 
suspended working on an actual weapons program in 2003, has also been of scant reassurance. 
 
US intelligence agencies still cannot seem to make up their minds. Two months after releasing 
those findings, the Director of National Intelligence told the US Senate that Iran could have 
restarted or might yet restart a nuclear weapons program in secret. 
 
The Bush Administration itself is surer of the threat than are its intelligence agencies, but less 
sure of what to do about it. Oscillating between doing nothing and doing very little, the 
international consensus recently produced another slightly less feeble Security Council 
Resolution (UNSCR 1803) to increase the pressure on Iran. 
 
What this will eventually create, from an Israeli perspective, is the imperative for another bold 
stroke, as occurred in 1981 when Israel bombed the Iraqi nuclear reactor at Osirak; or as 
happened in September last year when Israeli fighters struck a Syrian target that some 
speculated housed nuclear materials imported from North Korea. 
 
The problem is that past acts of boldness may have created an unrealistic expectation of what 
can be done with Iran. Launching one-shot operations as in the Iraqi or Syrian cases is one thing. 
Launching strikes against multiple, dispersed, hardened Iranian targets while flying - probably 
repeatedly - over a number of Arab countries is another. 



 
Of course, there is not much love lost for Iran among status quo Sunni Arab regimes. Most would 
quietly appreciate an Israeli de-fanging of Iran - provided it could be done while all of their citizens 
had their backs turned. What states like Saudi Arabia and Egypt fear, however, is that the Israelis 
will make Arab martyrs out of Iranians. 
 
Even if the international consensus on Iran is not proving decisive it is, from Israel's standpoint, 
probably worth preserving, at least for the moment. And while the NIE's conclusions have drawn 
more derision than praise, it has made it more difficult for Jerusalem to justify any military strike 
internationally - even if this does not prevent Israel ultimately carrying out such an attack. 
 
In Lebanon, too, past bold strokes weigh heavily on Israeli decision-makers. Israel's inability to 
deal Hezbollah a decisive blow in July 2006 was widely regarded within Israel as a failure of 
execution by the political and military leadership - a view underlined by the Winograd Commission 
which investigated the conduct of the campaign. 
 
Fewer people in Israel seemed to ask, however, whether the goal of pushing Hezbollah into the 
sea off Lebanon was realistic. The irony is that even if that war was a failure by this improbable 
benchmark, it nevertheless left Hezbollah hamstrung in unexpected ways. 
 
The extent of the damage caused to Lebanon by the war raised some uncomfortable questions 
for the group inside Lebanon. Namely, that in sparking the conflict by kidnapping Israeli soldiers, 
was Hezbollah serving Lebanon's interests or Iran's? 
 
Since the war's end Hezbollah has been gradually rebuilding its missile capability - the same 
capability that prompted Israel's extensive military campaign in the first place. 
 
A further test for Israel may also come in the form of any Hezbollah retaliation for the 
assassination last month of one of its most notorious operatives, Imad Mughniyyeh (which Israel 
officially denies having taken any part in). 
 
Yet what will, all other things being equal, stay Israel's hand in Lebanon for the moment is the 
situation in Gaza. It is here the most immediate pressure for Israeli action is greatest as Hamas 
solidifies the ruling position it established there after its defeat of the forces of the Fatah 
movement of the Palestinian President, Mahmoud Abbas. 
 
In Gaza, both Israel and Hamas are pursuing what might be termed Goldilocks strategies, trying 
to find approaches that are neither too hard, nor too soft. 
 
The blockade of Gaza imposed by Israel, and supported by the US, the Europeans and tacitly by 
several Arab regimes, is aimed at making Gazans suffer just enough to undermine Hamas's 
authority, but not so much as to shift the focus to Gaza's humanitarian problems. 
 
For its part Hamas is trying, through continued rocket fire at Israeli communities from Gaza, to 
keep Palestinian attention on the Israeli siege rather than the shortcomings of its own rule in 
Hamastan. But Hamas is also trying to avoid provoking an overwhelming Israeli military response 
that would put its control in Gaza at risk - hence its recent "ceasefire" talks with the Egyptians. 
 
Neither strategy is sustainable, however. Israel's ability to mitigate the humanitarian impact of the 
blockade is eroding as Gaza becomes susceptible to any number of looming social, economic or 
health crises. Meanwhile Hamas's ability to modulate the level of any Israeli retaliation for its 
rocket attacks by restraining itself from time to time is also declining as popular pressure on the 
Israeli Government mounts. 
 
Moreover, rather than being undermined, Hamas's rule in Gaza is being cemented. In part, this 
has been achieved by the same heavy-handedness that Hamas often accused its Fatah rivals of 



using. But Hamas has also been helped by the fact that the Fatah alternative in the West Bank is 
neither shaking off a reputation for fecklessness, nor being bolstered significantly by Israeli or 
international support. 
 
The contrast was apparent last month when, from the standpoint of ordinary Palestinians, Hamas 
achieved more in destroying Gaza's border fence with Egypt, allowing Gazans temporary respite 
from the blockade, than months of listless negotiations between Israel and the Fatah-led 
Palestinian Authority, launched at Annapolis last year. 
 
Expectations of decisive military action in Gaza may not just come from inside Israel either. The 
Egyptian President, Hosni Mubarak, is said to have warned recently that the situation in Gaza 
had brought Iran to Egypt's borders, underlined by the firing of an Iranian-made Grad rocket at 
the Israeli city of Ashkelon. 
 
The preference among states like Egypt is to break Hamas's coalition with Iran by rebuilding its 
unity coalition with Fatah. But an internal Palestinian rapprochement seems unlikely at this stage 
- and to Israel and the US, unwelcome. 
 
Most Arab regimes therefore will not protest too loudly about any major Israeli military assault 
against Hamas - something underlined by the relatively muted reaction by Arab capitals to Israel's 
heavy raids into Gaza this month, notwithstanding the high civilian casualties. 
 
Indeed, the fact that Israel has not undertaken a full-scale or partial reoccupation of Gaza already 
reflects, if anything, Israeli cautiousness about what such action might involve or could bring. In 
particular, a key question for Israel is, should it retake Gaza, to whom would it eventually hand 
control? Reinstalling Fatah in Gaza may simply invite another Hamas coup down the track. 
 
These conundrums have seen less than dovish Israelis, such as former intelligence chief Ephraim 
Halevy, suggest that Israel is talking to the wrong Palestinians. 
 
But serious negotiations with Hamas are too bold for the Olmert Government, and certainly for 
Israeli public opinion, if current opinion surveys are right. Israel's next stroke in Gaza, therefore, is 
most likely to be military rather than diplomatic. 
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