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Beirut

A 

newly revealed Israeli 
plan to evacuate up to 
78,000 residents of the 
northern Galilee region 
in the event of another 

war with Hezbollah underlines 
concerns in the Jewish state that 
the Iranian-backed Lebanese group 
has unprecedented plans to storm 
across the border in that conflict.

The intention of the Israeli plan, 
dubbed Safe Distance, is to remove 
as many civilians from the front 
line as quickly as possible so that 
only Israeli troops will be waiting 
for any invading Hezbollah fighters.

It remains unclear how the Israeli 
Army will expedite a mass evacu-
ation of civilians, especially given 
the suddenness with which con-
flicts between Hezbollah and Israel 
usually erupt.

Emptying northern Israel of 
78,000 people could inadvertently 
help bolster Hezbollah’s strategic 
goals in the next war.

The Israeli newspaper Haaretz 
reported that the Israeli Army’s 
northern command plans to facili-
tate the removal of residents from 
a 4km belt from the border, an area 
covering 50 communities totalling 
about 78,000 people.

The evacuation “could knock the 
ground out from under Hezbollah’s 
moves”, Haaretz quoted an Israeli 
Army officer as saying.

If Hezbollah stormed a border 
settlement, “it will find the place 
empty of inhabitants and will have 
to deal with [Israeli] fighters”, the 
unnamed officer said.

Since the end of the 34-day war 
between Hezbollah and Israel in 
2006, there has been persistent 

speculation that Hezbollah plans to 
launch commando-style incursions 
into northern Israel in the next con-
flict.

From 2007, Hezbollah fighters 
have hinted in private conversa-
tions they are being trained in such 
tactics. In February 2012, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah made clear reference to a poten-
tial future invasion of Galilee.

“I tell the resistance fighters to 
be prepared for the day when war 
is imposed on Lebanon. Then, the 
resistance leadership might ask you 
to lead the resistance to liberate the 
Galilee,” he said.

Hezbollah’s fighters may not ac-
tually seize tracts of Israeli terri-
tory but its well-trained elite forces 
could mount commando raids into 
northern Israel at the onset of a war 
to seize border settlements before 
Israel’s military has a chance to re-
act.

There are around 18 potentially 
vulnerable Israeli settlements 1km 
or less from the border. Many of 
them, such as Misgav Am, Manara 
and Shelomi, are connected to the 
rest of Israel only by a single road, 
which could be cut by an attacking 
force.

If Hezbollah adopts such a tac-
tic, it will have to implement it 
before the Israeli military has had 
a chance to mobilise. The evacua-
tion of 78,000 people would be sig-
nificantly hampered if Hezbollah 
raiders had crossed into Israel and 
seized some settlements.

A mass evacuation on this scale, 
if achievable, would suit Hezbol-
lah’s strategic intentions.

In a war with Israel, Hezbollah 
does not seek necessarily to inflict 
as many casualties or as much dam-
age as possible. Its primary inten-
tion is to bring normal life in Israel 

to a halt for as long as possible, tra-
ditionally by pounding the country 
with missiles and rockets and, per-
haps next time, by sending fighters 
across the frontier.

The longer Israeli civilians are 
kept in bomb shelters or away from 
their homes and work, the greater 
the pressure on the Israeli govern-
ment to end the fighting with Hez-
bollah.

In any future conflict, the range 
and variety of Hezbollah’s missile 
arsenal could effectively cut off 
Israel from the rest of the world. 
Theoretically, at least, airports and 
seaports will shut down and most 
of the population in the northern 
half of the country will be under 
threat while hostilities last.

“Since the July war (in 2006), Is-
rael insists that victory in any war 
in Lebanon must, first of all, be 

quick. It cannot take a long time 
and cannot turn into a war of attri-
tion and bombing cities,” Nasrallah 
said in an interview with Lebanon’s 
Al-Akhbar daily in August 2014. 
“The enemy cannot withstand a 
war of attrition.”

The prospect of Hezbollah one 
day invading Galilee has kept the 
people of northern Israel on edge 
for years amid repeated speculation 
that Hezbollah has dug infiltration 
tunnels under the rocky border.

In 2014, residents of Zarit, a set-
tlement in western Galilee 300 me-
tres from the border, claimed they 
could hear drilling beneath their 
homes and urged the Israeli Army 
to investigate.

The Israeli military takes the no-
tion of cross-border tunnels se-
riously and in 2014 conducted a 
multimillion-dollar survey of the 

110km border. So far, the Israeli 
Army says it has found no evidence 
that tunnels have been dug.

In addition to subterranean sur-
veys, the Israeli Army has been 
building obstacles and defences 
around the most vulnerable com-
munities.

In the past year, it excavated the 
southern side of a steep valley be-
tween Hanita in western Galilee 
and the Lebanese border, turning 
it into a sheer limestone cliff to 
thwart Hezbollah attempts to storm 
the settlement. Other obstacles 
have been erected near Shelomi 
and Manara.
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A July 2016 file picture shows a group of Lebanese taking selfies during a visit at the Hezbollah-run 
Tourist Landmark of the Resistance war museum in Mlita where weapons left behind in Lebanon by 
Israeli forces are displayed in southern Lebanon.          (AFP)

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas speaks during Fatah congress in the West 
Bank city of Ramallah, on November 29th.             (Reuters)
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The intention of the 
Israeli plan, dubbed 
Safe Distance, is to 
remove as many 
civilians from the 
front line as quickly 
as possible.

Emptying northern 
Israel of 78,000 
people could 
inadvertently help 
bolster Hezbollah’s 
strategic goals in the 
next war.

The new Fatah has nothing to do with the old one

T
wo important aspects 
of the Fatah congress 
are worth noting. The 
first was the absence 
of any figure opposing 
Palestinian President 

Mahmoud Abbas. The second 
resided in the choice of the 
representatives of Palestinians 
abroad; they were all figures 
from the West Bank and Gaza 
who can hardly qualify as 
leaders.

We all probably agree that Abu 
Mazen — Abbas’s nom de guerre 
— is the last among the historic 
founders of Fatah movement, 
with the exception, of course, of 
Farouq Qaddoumi, who refuses to 
return to the Palestinian territo-
ries and who no longer has a role 
to play, given his age (85).

For a long time, Abbas remained 
at the second row in the Palestin-
ian leadership. He undoubtedly 
played a major role in determining 
the leadership’s foreign relations 
and especially the relationship 
with Moscow.

Thanks to his experience in 
diplomacy, Abbas acquired a fine 
knowledge of the various regional 
and international balances of 
power. He used his expertise 
during negotiations leading to the 
Oslo agreement, which was signed 
on the White House lawn in 
September 1993. That agreement 

opened Washington’s gates to 
Yasser Arafat.

We leave it to history to judge 
whether Arafat knew how to take 
advantage of that opportunity. As 
for Israel, it never imagined that 
the Oslo agreement could lead to a 
settlement acceptable to the 
Palestinians. By deciding to sign 
the agreement, Israel had wanted 
to prove that the Palestinians 
cannot uphold their promises.

Arafat, the historic leader of the 
Palestinians, remained at the head 
of Fatah party for almost half a 
century. Fatah was, right from the 
beginning, open to a variety of 
orientations and opinions. This 
diversity was a source of strength 
and a source of problems and 
divisions. Arafat was successful 
most of the time in controlling the 
crises.

So, with the exception of its 
beginnings, Fatah was never a 
single body. Splits and divisions 
appeared, especially when Fatah 
was based in Jordan.

During the civil war in Lebanon, 
Fatah turned itself into the 
Muslim army facing Christian 
forces. Some splinter groups 
espoused Maoist revolutionary 
ideologies and others adopted 
Khomeinist theories. There 
existed groups that were alleged 
to be from the Gulf countries, 
which, except for Oman, have 
always backed Fatah financially. 
Some were allied to Egyptian 
intelligence organisations and 
many had no allegiance but to the 
Palestinian cause, which has been 
overshadowed by sectarian strife 
in the region.

Under Arafat, Fatah fought 

many unnecessary conflicts with 
Hafez Assad’s regime in Syria and 
in Lebanon. It had lost serious 
competitors to Arafat, Khalil 
al-Wazir and Salah Khalaf. They 
competed with Arafat but when 
circumstances required they were 
his staunchest supporters.

On Arafat’s death in November 
2004, only Abbas remained 
standing. Abbas was completely 
different from Arafat. He was a 
realist first and foremost. He 
inherited all of Arafat’s roles and 
titles, including president of the 
state of Palestine, but at every 
chance he behaved in such a way 
as to suggest that he refuses the 
power practices of his predeces-
sor.

Abbas does not tolerate in his 
entourage any person with a 
strong personality. There is no 
room for discussion with him on 
any subject. Arafat knew how to 
use money to achieve his goals. 
Money was just another weapon 
at his disposal. Abbas’s attitude 
towards money was different. In 
addition, Abbas did not surround 
himself with people who can 
competently deal with the 
media. For him, information was 
not a weapon.

The questions remain: Are 
Fatah’s circumstances reason 
enough for a new Fatah com-
posed only of pro-Abbas figures? 
Are they reason enough to set 
aside Arafat’s heritage with both 
its good and bad aspects?
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Abbas does not tolerate in his 
entourage any person with a 
strong personality.


