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I 

srael’s Institute for Nation-
al Security Studies (INSS) 
stressed in its annual strategic 
assessment, released January 
2nd, that Hezbollah remains 

the most serious threat the Jewish 
state faces.

It urged Israel’s intelligence es-
tablishment to intensity efforts 
to block the transfer of advanced 
weapons systems to Hezbollah — a 
process that may already be under 
way with a spate of air and missiles 
strikes against Syria.

The vast majority of the arms 
supplied to Hezbollah from Iran 
pass through Syria. Hezbollah, a 
key force keeping Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in power amid the 
war in the country, is reportedly 
building military bases and seek-
ing to establish a presence in the 
disputed Golan Heights, a strategic 
volcanic plateau that overlooks Is-
rael’s agricultural heartland.

Iran, Hezbollah’s patron and arms 
supplier, is listed as the second-
ranking military threat by INSS, in 
part because of its distance from 
Israel.

Combined, Iran and Hezbollah, 
which serves as the Islamic repub-
lic’s strategic arm in the Levant, 
present a comprehensive threat to 
Israel that far exceeds any other. 
This ranges from Iran’s growing bal-
listic missile force and the nuclear 
weapons Israel’s military leaders 
are convinced it will develop in the 
coming years to Hezbollah’s emerg-
ing tactical capabilities.

Much of that is due to advanced 
weaponry it amassed in recent 
years despite repeated Israeli air 
strikes against weapons convoys 
and targeted assassinations in Syria 
and Lebanon of key figures in ac-

quiring or developing Hezbollah’s 
firepower.

Hezbollah is estimated — largely 
by Israel — to possess more than 
130,000 rockets and missiles, in-
cluding long-range weapons capa-
ble of destroying city blocks.

In recent weeks, the covert war 
between Israel and Hezbollah that 
has dragged on for five years ap-
parently flared again, possibly this 
time with higher stakes.

There have been several missiles 
attacks reported in Syria, all pre-
sumably Israeli weapons launched 
from either the Israeli-occupied 
sector of the Golan Heights or from 
Lebanese airspace. These were ap-
parently aimed at curtailing de-
liveries of advanced weapons to 
Hezbollah that in the past have 
reportedly included Soviet-era SA-
22 air defence missiles, which, for 
the first time, allow Hezbollah to 
directly challenge Israel’s control 
of the air in Lebanon and Syria, 
and Yakhont anti-ship missiles that 
could be used against Israel’s off-
shore gas facilities.

On November 30th, at least two 
missiles, apparently fired by Israeli 
jets in Lebanese airspace, hit a con-
voy of trucks outside Damascus, 
triggering speculation the trucks 
were carrying advanced weapons 
to Hezbollah.

On December 2nd, Israel report-
edly conducted two air strikes us-
ing Popeye missiles around Damas-
cus, one against a weapons depot 
manned by the Syrian Army’s crack 
4th Armoured Division at Sabbou-
ra, north-west of the Syrian capital. 
The other blasted several cars near 
the Damascus-Beirut highway.

In a 3am strike on December 7th, 
several surface-to-surface mis-
siles hit installations in the Mezzeh 
military airbase at Damascus Inter-
national Airport, where Hezbollah 

maintains a high-security facility 
for receiving  arms airlifted from 
Iran before they are trucked to Leb-
anon. The missiles started several 
big fires at the airport, triggering 
major explosions.

In a separate attack on that date, 
Hezbollah facilities in and around 
the town of Zabadani, on the bor-
der with Lebanon and a key junc-
tion in the overland arms route to 
Hezbollah strongpoints, were hit. 
On January 13th, Syria accused Is-
rael of another missile strike on the 
Mezzeh base in a predawn attack 
that triggered multiple explosions 
and caused casualties.

Israel’s Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu acknowledged for the 
first time in April 2016 that Israel 
has been mounting air strikes in 
Syrian territory to curb shipments 
of what he called “game-changing 
weaponry” to Hezbollah.

The Jerusalem Post suggested 
on December 8th that the Israelis’ 
strikes the previous day had tar-

geted “the presumed base of the 
Syrian Army’s secretive Unit 450, 
a branch of the Syrian Scientific 
Studies and Research Centre that is 
at the centre of the Assad regime’s 
chemical weapons programme 
north of Damascus”.

On the same day, Israel’s hawkish 
Defence minister, Avigdor Lieber-
man, raised the ante by claim-
ing that the Israeli Air Force had 
thwarted an attempt to transfer 
chemical weapons from Syria to 
Lebanon.

If that is true, it suggests that 
Hezbollah and Iran may be pre-
pared to escalate the covert efforts 
to upgrade Hezbollah’s arsenal to a 
highly dangerous new level.

Lieberman often shoots from the 
hip and his comments may have 
had political overtones but it was 
the first time a top-level Israeli offi-
cial had voiced such concerns.

These air and missile strikes con-
stitute what the Israelis call a “cam-
paign between wars”, a concept 

that involves overt and covert oper-
ations designed to thwart emerging 
threats, particularly the acquisition 
of advanced weaponry.

This is a finely balanced confron-
tation short of war in which both 
sides observe certain restraints that 
will prevent hostilities escalating to 
all-out conflict.

But now Israel seems to be step-
ping up the shadowy conflict with 
Hezbollah, as Iran seeks to estab-
lish a presence in the divided Go-
lan, a red line for Israel.

Lieberman warned that while Is-
rael has no interest in intervening 
in the Syrian war, it would take ac-
tion to preserve Israelis’ security, 
particularly on advanced weapons 
transfers to Hezbollah. Israel, he 
declared, “will make decisions ac-
cording to this policy without tak-
ing other circumstances or restric-
tion into account”.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Israel seems to be 
stepping up the 
shadowy conflict 
with Hezbollah, as 
Iran seeks to 
establish a presence 
in the divided Golan.

Hezbollah is 
estimated — largely 
by Israel — to possess 
more than 130,000 
rockets and missiles.
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Could the Palestine-Israel conflict destroy the UN?

T 

he vote on UN Security 
Council Resolution 
2334 on the illegality 
of Israeli settlements 
in occupied Palestin-
ian territories brought 

relations among the international 
body, Israel and the future US 
administration to a head.

The United States unusually 
abstained on the resolution that 
criticised Israel while all other 
members of council voted in fa-
vour of it. Israel was outraged, 
particularly since it thought it had 
managed to have the text taken 
off the table after Israeli officials 
and the incoming Donald Trump 
administration pressured Egypt to 
withdraw it. However, the resolu-
tion was brought forward 24 hours 
later by New Zealand, Senegal, 
Malaysia and Venezuela.

Israel called the resolution 
“shameful” and immediately 
recalled its ambassador to New 
Zealand, punished Senegal by can-
celling aid agreements and hauled 
in all other remaining ambassadors 
for a telling off at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs.

The matter did not end there. Is-
rael threatened to cut its contribu-
tion to the United Nations, thought 

to be $40 million a year, in protest 
of the resolution. It recently an-
nounced that it would withhold $6 
million of that contribution, which 
a Twitter posting by Israeli Ambas-
sador to the United Nations Danny 
Danon claimed “represents the 
portion of the UN budget allocated 
to anti-Israel bodies”.

He argued that “it is unreasona-
ble for Israel to fund such entities” 
but did not elaborate on which 
bodies would be hit by the cut.

The passing of Resolution 2334 
also created ructions in the United 
States, with US President-elect 
Donald Trump claiming the resolu-
tion would “make it much harder 
to negotiate peace” but also tweet-
ing that, as to the United Nations, 
things would be different after he 
is sworn into office January 20th.

The US House of Representa-
tives overwhelmingly approved a 
non-binding bipartisan resolution 
that rebukes the United Nations for 
criticising Israeli settlements. The 
resolution called for the Security 
Council resolution to be “repealed 
or fundamentally altered”. A simi-
lar bipartisan measure has been 
introduced in the Senate.

That may not be enough for 
Israel or its supporters in the 
United States. Lawmakers, includ-
ing US Senators Lindsey Graham, 
R-South Carolina, and Ted Cruz, 
R-Texas, want to see US funding to 
the United Nations cut unless the 
Security Council repeals Resolu-
tion 2334.

The call was supported by 

Israel’s Ambassador to the United 
States Ron Dermer, who told Fox 
News: “I think a new president and 
Congress that wants to make sure 
that every penny of your money is 
going to something that protects 
and defends and advances US 
interests — I think there’s a lot of 
changes that could happen at the 
United Nations.”

If implemented, the cut in UN 
funding would not be the first such 
incident. In 2011, the United States 
and Israel withheld funding for 
UNESCO following the admission 
of the Palestinian territories to the 
UN agency. The move resulted in 
the suspension of the two coun-
tries’ voting rights two years later.

The United States pays 22% of 
the world’s contributions to the UN 
budget, much more than any other 
country. By comparison, Israel’s 
contribution is 0.4%.

The effects of a serious cut in 
US funding of the United Nations 
would be severe. While the most 
visible activity of the United Na-
tions in recent weeks has been 
through the Security Council, 
much of the work the world body 
and its agencies do is largely invis-
ible to the masses.

The United Nations works on 
some of the world’s most pressing 
challenges from the humanitarian 
needs of survivors of earthquakes 
in Japan and Haiti to political 
crises and violence in Iraq, Libya, 
Syria and Afghanistan.

Not only is funding important to 
the United Nations’ operation but 

so too is America’s leadership and 
engagement.

Despite the very legitimate 
scepticism about the ability of 
the United Nations to deliver on 
security and justice in the Middle 
East and despite Israel’s contin-
ued violations of Security Council 
resolutions, the United Nations 
remains a critical organisation for 
the people of the region.

As Resolution 2334 showed, 
there are times when the United 
Nations can help Middle Eastern 
causes by, at the very least, keep-
ing them at an appropriate level of 
prominence. This is what Resolu-
tion 2334 did and its ramifications 
continue.

It is worth noting that the name 
“United Nations” was coined by 
US President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
and was first used in the Declara-
tion by United Nations of January 
1st, 1942, when representatives of 
26 countries pledged their govern-
ments to continue fighting against 
the Axis powers in the second 
world war.

It would be ironic if the same 
country were to put the future of 
the United Nations in jeopardy by 
severely cutting its contribution to 
the world body.

Protesting the UN resolution on 
Israel’s illegal settlements could 
lead to the destruction of the 
United Nations.

Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based 
Palestinian university professor 
and writer.
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Senior US lawmakers want to see 
American funding to the United 
Nations cut unless the Security 
Council repeals Resolution 2334.


