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I 

sraeli warplanes carrying 
out air strikes on a shipment 
of Iranian arms to Lebanese 
Hezbollah guerrillas in Syria 
managed to evade Syrian air-

defence missiles but the incident 
is a graphic demonstration of how 
the war has the potential to further 
inflame the region.

There are likely to be further 
Israeli air strikes against Hezbol-
lah in Syria, reflecting deepening 
Israeli concerns that Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps and 
their Lebanese ally are establish-
ing a new front on the divided Go-
lan Heights from which to fight the 
Jewish state.

These developments are increas-
ing the chances of a miscalculation 
that could trigger a war that both 
sides insist they do not want. As 
tensions mount amid an unprece-
dented cluster of interlocking con-
flicts across the hair-trigger region, 
clashes like the aerial action over 
Palmyra could easily escalate out 
of control.

The Israeli air strikes climaxed 
after weeks of verbal threats from 
all sides, aggravated originally by 
the administration of US President 
Donald Trump vowing to roll back 
Iran’s influence across the Middle 
East.

Israel has signalled repeatedly 
that it would not allow Iran to es-
tablish a permanent presence in 
Syria nor permit Hezbollah to ob-
tain game-changing weapons, such 
as advanced air-defence systems, 

anti-ship missiles and long-range 
guided missiles.

Israel first launched air strikes 
against suspected Hezbollah arms 
consignments in January 2013. 
Since then there have been at least 
19 air strikes, most of them in the 
Damascus area and further north in 
the Qalamoun region where there 
are a large number of Syrian mili-
tary bases, including missile sites.

Israel’s March 16th operation, 
involving four jet fighters, was its 
deepest strike inside Syria since 
2013. The Israeli jets flew north 
over Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley, Hez-
bollah’s heartland, before entering 
Syrian air space and launching sev-
eral missiles, reportedly at a con-
voy carrying unspecified weapons 
for Hezbollah.

The target was in the Palmyra 

area of north-eastern Syria and 
several reports claimed the convoy 
originated from the T-4 airbase at 
Tiyas, 58km west of the oasis town. 
In response, Syria launched at least 
four anti-aircraft missiles, believed 
to be relatively antiquated Russian-
built SA-5s.

Syria claimed one aircraft was 
shot down and another damaged. 
Israel insisted all four aircraft re-
turned safely.

Unusually, Israel deployed an Ar-
row anti-missile system for the first 
time in a combat situation to shoot 
down a Syrian missile that entered 
Israeli airspace. Fragments of the 
Arrow missile, which is designed 
to shoot down ballistic missiles at 
high altitudes, landed inside Jor-
dan.

This, along with the air raid si-

rens and sound of explosions in 
the night sky above Jerusalem, ap-
parently compelled Israel to pub-
licly admit for the first time that its 
aircraft had struck targets inside 
Syria.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu made no secret that 
there may be more such attacks.

“When we identify attempts to 
transfer advanced arms to Hezbol-
lah and we have intelligence in-
formation and we have the opera-
tional plan, we act to prevent it,” he 
said. “That’s what happened and 
that’s what will happen.”

The T-4 airbase is not an obvious 
location for gathering armaments 
destined for Hezbollah. It lacks 
underground facilities and is rela-
tively distant from the Lebanese 
border. The main locations in Syria 
for Hezbollah arms repositories 
are believed to be in military bases 
near Adra and Qutayfah north of 
Damascus.

In the past, Iranian weapons for 
Hezbollah have supposedly been 
flown into Damascus airport or the 
nearby Mezzeh airbase. However, 
Israeli air strikes at facilities at 
those locations as well as Qutayfah 
may have spurred Iran to seek to 
outmanoeuvre the watchful Israe-
lis by using T-4.

Even so, T-4 is at least 120km 
from the Lebanese border over 
open terrain, making any arms vul-
nerable to Israeli interception.

In earlier Israeli air strikes in 
Syria, Damascus either publicly 
condemned the attacks or ignored 
them. However, the question now 
is whether the decision to launch 
anti-aircraft missiles at the Israeli 
jets was a one-off gesture of dis-

pleasure or whether it marks a 
change in policy.

Bashar Jaafari, Syria’s UN envoy, 
said the Palmyra strike “changed 
the rules of the game” and that Is-
rael should “think a million times 
from now on” before staging more 
attacks.

Israel, however, continues to 
signal its determination to target 
advanced weapons destined for 
Hezbollah. Israeli Defence Minister 
Avigdor Lieberman warned after 
the March 16th clash that the Israe-
li Air Force would wipe out Syria’s 
air-defence system if its jets were 
targeted again.

With the Assad regime gaining 
the upper hand in much of Syria 
against rebel forces and with Iran 
and Hezbollah eyeing the Golan 
as a springboard against Israel, the 
risk of miscalculation is growing.

Hezbollah and Israel know only 
too well from experiences dating 
to the 1990s how easily a minor 
incident can quickly escalate out 
of control — such as in July 2006 
when a Hezbollah border raid in 
south Lebanon triggered a massive 
Israeli response that flared into a 
highly destructive 34-day war.
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S 

yrian rebel forces led by a 
swelling jihadist alliance 
built around al-Qaeda’s in-
creasingly powerful affili-
ate, Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 

are pressing the Damascus regime 
in an offensive that triggered fierce 
fighting in the capital and in strate-
gic Hama province.

The high-profile assaults by 
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS, an alli-
ance stitched together by al-Qaeda, 
began in Damascus on March 11th, 
took the government by surprise 
and demonstrated to President 
Bashar Assad that even though 
his Russian and Iranian allies have 
saved his 45-year-old dynasty from 
collapse, the rebels can still strike 
at the heart of his regime,

Some analysts, most prominent-
ly Charles Lister of the Middle East 
Institute, believe that a reconstitut-
ed al-Qaeda is now stronger than it 
has ever been. This is largely due to 
the upheaval wrought by the Syr-
ian war, which allowed the organi-
sation to recover from the killing of 
Osama bin Laden in 2011 and from 
being usurped by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in 2014 and then embed itself 
with the anti-Assad opposition.

“Al-Qaeda’s Syrian representa-
tives… have been relentless and 
patient in pursuing their long-term 
objective: A merger of all armed 
Syrian opposition groups under its 
broad transnational Islamic um-
brella,” Lister observed in a March 
analysis published by Foreign Pol-
icy.

“With a majority of armed oppo-
sition groups holding back on the 
battlefield due to ongoing attempts 

to reach a political settlement, 
HTS’s insistence on remaining mili-
tarily active and in striking back 
hard at the heart of the regime is 
buying it invaluable popular cred-
ibility…

“Given the very real possibility 
that substantive international sup-
port for anti-Assad operations may 
soon be a thing of the past, HTS is 
presenting itself as the only sus-
tainable model for continuing the 
fight that so many Syrians began in 
March 2011…

“Barring a major geopolitical 
shift, it is hard to see a future that 
does not give HTS more opportuni-
ties to exploit its advantages,” Lis-
ter noted.

The offensive by HTS, which was 
put together by al-Qaeda in Janu-
ary to challenge the regime after 
its battlefield success courtesy of 
Russia and Iran, began on February 
25th with an assault in war-dev-
astated Homs, Syria’s third largest 
city.

Teams of attackers burst into two 
security buildings where suicide 
bombers detonated their explosive 
belts – one of them killing Major-
General Hassan Daabul, a senior 
security chief close to Assad. In-
dependent press reports said more 
than 40 people were killed and 50 
wounded.

On March 11th, two bombings 
in a Shia district of the Old City of 
Damascus killed another 74 people 
and wounded 120 more, one of the 
bloodiest attacks inside the heart 
of the capital.

Four days later, as the Syrian war 
entered its seventh year, 31 people 
were killed in a suicide bombing 
of the Palace of Justice, the main 
courthouse in the capital. Another 
28 people, mostly women and chil-
dren, were wounded when a bomb-
er struck a popular restaurant.

The jihadists struck again in east 
Damascus on March 19th, when 
two suicide bombers driving explo-
sive-packed vehicles led an assault 
on the Jobar district in what was 
seen as the rebels’ boldest assault 
on the city for several years. The 
attackers used tunnels under the 
city to infiltrate into government-
held districts and advance into 
the neighbouring Abbasid Square 
in the heart of a city where Assad 
has striven to maintain a veneer of 
normality.

The rebels were driven back un-
der a ferocious aerial bombard-
ment.  They responded on March 
22nd by attacking in Hama prov-
ince in central Syria, a critical sec-

tor for Assad because it separates 
rebel forces in jihadist-controlled 
Idlib province from Damascus to 
the south.

HTS was joined by other groups, 
including the powerful Islamist Ah-
rar al-Sham and Faylaq al-Rahman, 
part of the western-backed Free 
Syrian Army whose affiliates have 
been increasingly allying them-
selves with al-Qaeda.

These assaults were a far cry 
from an all-out offensive aimed 
at securing territory. But the at-
tacks concentrated on targets that 
symbolise the regime’s authority 
and presumably intended to show 
that al-Qaeda, in whatever guise it 
cloaks itself, is still a power to be 

reckoned with and can mount ma-
jor operations to exploit the inher-
ent weakness of Assad’s military.

By attacking high-profile targets, 
such as state security facilities in 
Homs and the Palace of Justice in 
the capital, HTS, with its emphasis 
on Syrian nationalism rather than 
jihadist ideology, is also seeking to 
appeal to ordinary citizens to join 
it in toppling a long-discredited re-
gime.

The recent attacks spearheaded 
by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham have bad-
ly jolted the minority regime just as 
it was starting to feel secure after 
its foreign allies reconquered Syr-
ia’s major population centres and 
other strategic territory.
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Fighters of the Islamist group Jabhat Fateh al-Sham ride a pickup in the north of Idlib province.  (Reuters)
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