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ighters of the Islamic Front 
rebel group blasted the 
large Syrian Army base at 
Wadi al-Deif in Idlib prov-
ince in March 2014 from 

an unexpected quarter: They deto-
nated an estimated 60 tonnes of 
explosives stacked at the end of an 
850-metre tunnel they had spent 
weeks digging.

The huge explosion, which killed 
dozens of Syrian officers and blew 
an entire hillside hundreds of me-
tres into the air, may have demon-
strated a new way of fighting in a 
war that was then 3 years old and 
had already descended into barbar-
ity. Tunnelling, however, is a bat-
tle tactic that goes back more than 
2,000 years.

Witness a clash in Syria in the Ro-
man city of Dura-Europos in about 
256AD in a battle against the pow-
erful new Sasanian Persian empire 
thrusting in from the east.

British archaeologists concluded 
in 2009 that remains of 20 Roman 
soldiers unearthed in a tunnel be-
neath the town’s ramparts had been 
killed in a clash with the invading 
Persians seeking to dig their way 
into the fortress in what may have 
been an early use of chemical war-
fare — pumping in a poisonous mix 
of burning sulphur crystals and bi-
tumen that killed the Romans in 
minutes.

Across the Middle East, it seems 
that everyone’s going underground 
again — Hezbollah, Hamas, the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Iran has con-
structed extensive nuclear facilities 
in underground bunkers and inside 
mountains to protect them from Is-
raeli or US air strikes.

Even the Syrian regime is doing 
it. In February, the Jaysh al-Islam 
coalition released a documentary 
that it says reveals a self-contained 
underground complex constructed 
in the bowels of Damascus under 
the Harasta quarter as a bolthole 
for Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and his inner circle. It was said to 

include an intelligence centre and 
chemical decontamination cham-
bers.

The Syrian conflict has moved 
subterranean warfare to the fore-
front and provided a physical link to 
the use of these tactics that go back 
to ancient times.

Most of Syria’s modern cities are 
built on layer after layer of ancient 
structures. Aleppo, for instance, is 
believed to have been continuously 
inhabited since the Copper Age, 
around 6000BC, and Damascus was 
an urban centre 2,000 years before 
Julius Caesar.

According to the Pentagon’s Joint 
Improvised-Threat Defeat Organi-
zation, there have been more than 
50 major tunnel bombings in Syria 
and Iraq in the last three years as in-
surgent groups resorted to a primi-
tive combat strategy to counter the 
technological superiority of the 
state military forces.

Some of the bombings have been 
pulverisingly powerful. The March 
4th, 2015, tunnel bombing of the 
Syrian Air Force headquarters in 
Aleppo was so strong that it was 
registered as a 2.3-magnitude earth-
quake by the European-Mediterra-
nean Seismological Centre west of 
the city.

“There’s never in the world been 
such a thick network of tunnels as 
there is in Syria,” observed Syrian 
academic Salim Harba. “It started in 
Homs in 2012.” Military analysts es-
timate that the Syrian rebel groups 
have dug between 500 and 1,000 
tunnel systems.

The Iranian-backed Hezbollah, 
which used a pioneering tunnel 
system in south Lebanon during its 
34-day war with Israel in 2006, may 
be pinned down fighting in the Syr-
ian war but it is also preparing for 
another conflict with its old enemy 
with what knowledgeable sources 
call “an advanced tunnel network” 
on Israel’s northern border.

This reputedly includes assault 
tunnels snaking deep into the Jew-
ish state, just like Hamas’s infiltra-
tion tunnels into Israel’s southern 
desert.

Tunnelling in the rocky terrain of 
the Lebanon-Israel border is much 
tougher than in the sandy ground 
along Gaza’s border with Israel but 
the Israelis are working on the as-
sumption that Hezbollah is doing 
just that.

In Gaza, Hamas has been con-
founding the Israelis for years with 
an elaborate labyrinth of tunnels for 
infiltrating fighters into the Jewish 
state, launching rockets or shelter-
ing commanders during combat. 
This has triggered three controver-
sial invasions of the densely popu-
lated coastal strip.

In Operation Protective Edge, the 
incursion in summer 2014, Israel 
said it destroyed 32 Hamas tunnels 
but Palestinian sources said Hamas 
has more than 1,000 people work-
ing underground building a new 
network.

In March, Israel’s military chief 
of staff, Major-General Gadi Eisen-
kot, who commanded the North-
ern Front forces that failed to crush 
Hezbollah in 2006, declared that 
the tunnels “are at the top of the 

Israel Defence Force’s priority list”. 
On August 3rd, the Israeli Defence 
Ministry said it had issued tenders 
to build a concrete barrier “several 
storeys below ground” and studded 
with anti-digging sensors along the 
60km border with Gaza.

This veritable Levantine laby-
rinth runs from the honeycomb of 
tunnels under the besieged Gaza 
Strip, which Hamas uses to con-
found the Israelis and launch rock-
ets, to western Iraq, where ISIS 
has dug elaborate tunnel networks 
under cities it conquered to hide 
its fighters and weapons from de-
tection by aircraft and unmanned 
surveillance drones of a US-led air 
coalition.

So far as is known, no Middle 
Eastern military force has built a 
network as extensive as the Viet 
Cong tunnel system used to move 
troops and establish massive under-
ground logistic bases in the Vietnam 
war.

ISIS has built extensive networks 
under cities it has conquered to 
evade round-the-clock air strikes by 

the United States and its allies and 
used tunnels to pump oil from cap-
tured fields, a key source of fund-
ing.

“We found 30 or 40 tunnels inside 
Sinjar,” an Iraqi town captured by 
the jihadists in 2014 and retaken in 
November 2015, said Shamo Eado, a 
Kurdish peshmerga commander.

The network, much of which ap-
peared to have been carved out of 
the rock with pneumatic drills, in-
cluded prayer rooms, sleeping quar-
ters and electrically powered fans to 
keep the air circulating through the 
underground system. “It was like a 
city under the city,” Eado said.

Israel’s military has been seeking 
ways to counter this old-new form 
of warfare, which has redefined the 
concept of the front line, but has not 
come up with a foolproof system.
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A fighter from the Free Syrian Army poses next to the entrance of a tunnel used for taking cover from 
government shelling and reaching positions on the front line, on the southern outskirts of Damascus.

Iran has constructed 
extensive nuclear 
facilities 
underground.

Military analysts 
estimate that the 
Syrian rebel groups 
have dug between 500 
and 1,000 tunnel 
systems.
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rab Gulf states have per-
formed an important 
role as part of the US-led 
international coalition 
that brings together as 

many as 60 members against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Prior to the beginning of the 
Yemen war in 2015, Bahrain, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, along with Jordan, had 
declared their participation in the 
international military coalition that 
came together under American 
leadership for taking on the grow-
ing threat of ISIS.

However, the overwhelming 
number of air strikes in Syria and 
Iraq against ISIS have been con-
ducted by the US military. For the 
first time since 2015, US air strikes 
have surpassed 3,000 a month. 
In contrast, the next most active 
country has been Britain, which 
has launched 464 strikes during 
the first six months of the year.

While the White House had been 
seeking to avoid perceptions of 
another US-led war in the Middle 
East, the American military has 
ultimately had to assume the bulk 
of responsibility for activity taking 
place in Syria against ISIS.

This is partly explained by a lack 
of strategic clarity for an inter-

national coalition that is large in 
numbers but still cannot effective-
ly engineer a conclusive outcome 
to the quagmire in Syria.

US Secretary of Defense Ashton 
Carter recently met with counter-
parts from more than 30 countries 
in Washington to consider the next 
steps in the war against ISIS. Ac-
cording to the IHS Conflict Moni-
tor, ISIS-held territory in Syria and 
Iraq has shrunk 12% this year to 
68,300 sq. km, mainly in western 
Iraq and northern Syria.

Clearly, ISIS remains some 
way from being defeated as Brett 
McGurk, the US president’s 
special representative 
to the counter-ISIS coa-
lition recently declared. 
“[W]e are succeeding on 
the ground in Iraq and Syr-
ia but we have a lot of work 
to do… This is an enormous 
challenge that will be with us 
for years to come,” he said.

Yet it 
has been 
evident 
for some 
time that at the political 
level the underlying approach to 
the Syrian civil war has remained 
a point of disagreement between 
the United States and its main 
Arab partners. The United States 
has flip-flopped on policy towards 
Syria and as a result threats such as 
ISIS have ultimately been the ben-
eficiary.

Despite efforts to achieve a truly 
aligned approach, expectations be-
tween the Americans and regional 
Arab states have fallen short for 
both sides, albeit for different rea-
sons.

Saudi Arabia has brought togeth-
er a group of 34 Muslim-majority 
states to combat terrorism. Saudi 
Arabia, together with the UAE and 
Qatar, has put on record that it 
is prepared to contribute ground 
troops under a US-led military in-
tervention.

UAE Air Force F-16s have been 
operating from Jordan to conduct 
air strikes against ISIS and the 
Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia have 
deployed to Incirlik air base in Tur-
key from where participation in a 
multinational ground operation 
could take place.

American military commanders 
have lauded the contribution of 
their regional Arab allies but prob-
ably realise that, in terms of hard-
ware and systems, there are capa-
bility gaps if partner Arab militaries 
are to take on a greater burden of 
the activity. Still, Arab states have 
made important contributions and 
their skill and professionalism have 
dispelled misconceptions about 
their apparent lack of experience in 
hostile environments.

On the other hand, the United 
States has been expanding bombing 
of ISIS target and cultivated a grow-
ing operational relationship with 
Kurdish militias fighting the terror 
group on the ground in northern 
Syria. Kurdish rebels, however, can 
only get so far against ISIS.

Arab states have demonstrated 
competency both with their air 

forces in a front-line role or 
through facilitating coali-

tion partners logisti-
cally.

Perhaps fortu-
nately, the nature 

of the conflict has meant com-
mand and control as well as 

interoperability issues have not 
proved a showstopper but there 
are important challenges to over-
come if this US-led coalition is to 
truly function as one.

There will also be important dis-
cussions Arab states will have with 
their American partners on logis-
tics and supply chain dynamics.

In terms of air operations them-
selves Arab states can build on their 
contributions in important ways 
and it seems both capacity and will 
for them to assume greater burden 
from the Americans are there if the 
necessary sort of framework can be 
worked out.

Anti-ISIS military operations 
have not seen the overall burden-
sharing coalition partners had been 
expecting, probably on all sides.

Policy differences between coali-
tion members that can come across 
as subtle have hindered more effec-
tive collaboration and the progress 
that promises. As a result, achieve-
ments for the coalition overall have 
so far been important, though 
smaller than expected, and joint 
operations have not really been on 
the menu.
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Lessons learned from Arab military contributions to the war on ISIS

Arab states have made 
important 
contributions and 
their skill and 
professionalism have 
dispelled 
misconceptions.

A 2015 file picture shows a 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
F-16 fighter arriving in one of 
Jordan’s air bases to take part 
in military effort against ISIS.


