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B 

uoyed by the White 
House’s strong anti-Iran 
animus and concerned 
over Iranian moves in 
Syria, Israel stepped up 

its covert air strikes against targets 
there said to be linked to Tehran 
and its Lebanese ally Hezbollah.

The targeting expanded from 
suspected Hezbollah arms convoys 
and storage facilities to include 
what were reported to be Iranian 
weapons manufacturing facilities 
and military bases.

Other than launching anti-air-
craft missiles at the intruding Is-
raeli jets, Syria, Iran and Hezbol-
lah have refrained from retaliatory 
measures. It is likely that Iran is 
looking to the bigger picture of en-
trenching its influence in Syria as 
the war winds down and is unwill-
ing to risk an escalation with Israel 
by retaliating for the air strikes.

Early indications are emerging, 
however, that Iran and Hezbol-
lah are seeking to expand their 
presence near the Golan Heights, 
a development that Israel has de-
scribed as a “red line.”

While neither Israel nor Hezbol-
lah is seeking to begin a war against 
the other at this stage, the fluid-
ity of developments in Syria and 
the scale and variety of Israeli air 
strikes have increased the risk of 
a miscalculation that could spiral 
into a conflict.

Israeli Ambassador to the United 
States Ron Dermer on December 4 
told Politico, a Washington publi-
cation, that the chances of an im-
minent war between Israel and 
Hezbollah were “higher than peo-
ple think because of Iran’s contin-
ued push through the region.”

In response to the war jitters 
across Lebanon and Israel, Hezbol-
lah reportedly placed units on alert 
in southern Lebanon and the Bekaa 
Valley in anticipation of a flare-up. 
Nevertheless, Hezbollah officials 
said they were confident they 
could handle whatever may arise.

“In our weekly meetings, eve-
ryone is very calm,” said a veteran 
Hezbollah official in southern Leb-
anon. “We are completely ready for 
anything that happens, whether it 
is tomorrow or not for another two 
years.”

Also on December 4, Israeli jets 
attacked a facility belonging to the 
Syrian Scientific Studies and Re-
search Centre (SSRC) at Jamraya 
near Damascus. The target of the 
attack was unclear although the 

SSRC is the Syrian government in-
stitution responsible for research 
and development of nuclear, chem-
ical and biological weapons as well 
as ballistic missiles and advanced 
conventional weaponry. The facil-
ity was struck at least once before, 
in January 2013, when an alleged 
convoy of SA-17 anti-aircraft mis-
siles was destroyed.

The December attack on the 
SSRC facility followed several 
strikes against facilities allegedly 
connected to Iran and associated 
with weapons development. On 
December 2, part of a military base 
near Kiswah, south of Damascus, 
was destroyed in an Israeli air 
strike. Last month, the BBC report-
ed that the facility, which had been 
expanded in the past year, was an 
Iranian military base.

On November 1, Israeli aircraft 
targeted a factory in the Hassia 
industrial complex in Qalamoun, 
north of Damascus. The purpose of 
the factory was unclear although 
Syrian authorities claimed it was a 
civilian copper works.

On September 6, an SSRC facility 
near Masyaf in Syria’s Hama prov-
ince was attacked by Israeli jets, 
with several buildings constructed 
in the past three years destroyed or 
damaged. The site reportedly de-
veloped precision-guided, surface-
to-surface missiles.

In the past several months, Is-
raeli officials have focused much 
of their warnings about Iranian 
ambitions in Syria on allegations 
that Iran has established weapons-
manufacturing factories in Leba-
non and Syria. The assumption is 
that, because of Israel’s air strikes 
against arms convoys travelling 
from Syria to Hezbollah’s arsenals 
in Lebanon, it would be simpler to 
manufacture the missiles in Leba-
non.

In March, Kuwait’s Al Jarida 
newspaper said that two fac-
tories had been established by 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, one near 
Hermel in the northern Bekaa 
for the construction of missiles 
such as the Fateh-110 family, and 
another near Zahrani in south-
ern Lebanon for smaller, more  

conventional, armaments.
In August, Israeli media reported 

that a missile production facility 
was under construction with Ira-
nian supervision east of the Syrian 
coastal town of Banias. The facility, 
which is visible on Google Earth, 
carries the hallmarks of a weapons 
production facility. At the time, 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu accused Iran of turning 
Syria into a “base of military en-
trenchment.”

“It is also building sites to pro-
duce precision-guided missiles to-
wards that end in both Syria and 
Lebanon. This is something that 
Israel cannot accept,” he said.

Under current rules of the game 
between Hezbollah and Israel, the 
latter is confining its air strikes to 
Syrian territory. The one time it 
attacked a target in Lebanon, in 
February 2014 — a building close 
to the Syrian border used for the 
transfer of weapons from Syria to  
Lebanon — Hezbollah retaliated 
with attacks against the Israeli mil-
itary in the Golan Heights, wound-
ing four soldiers in a roadside bomb 
attack.

All the attacks were unan-
nounced at the time, one was be-
latedly claimed by Hezbollah but 
the Israelis understood the mes-
sage and since then refrained from 
strikes inside Lebanon.

However, if the charges are accu-
rate that Hezbollah operates mis-
sile and arms manufacturing plants 
in Lebanon and if Israel knows their 
exact locations, it would be difficult 
for the Israelis to ignore their exist-
ence. On the other hand, an air raid 
against the facilities could compel 
Hezbollah to retaliate to preserve 
the rules of the game, which raises 
the chances of escalation.

Adding to the already volatile 
mix are unconfirmed indications 
that Iran and Hezbollah may be 
preparing to expand their presence 
in the Golan Heights given that 
combat operations will soon draw 
down in eastern Syria with the de-
feat of the Islamic State.

A senior Iranian and Syrian mili-
tary delegation recently toured the 
area around Khan Arnabeh and Ha-
der in the northern Golan, a West-
ern diplomatic source said.

“The visit was about stationing 
Hezbollah in Quneitra [province] 
and along the [separation] line 
with the Israeli-occupied Golan 
Heights,” the source said.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
“Warriors of God:
Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against 
Israel” (Random House 2011).
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T 

he Syrian war is the defin-
ing conflict of our time. Six 
years in, there is no single 
strategy to help the coun-
try towards peace and no 

single template from which it could 
subsequently be administered.

Regarding Syria’s legal infra-
structure, there is only a vacuum. 
In its report “Surrender or Starve,” 
Amnesty International detailed the 
plight of approximately 6 million 
refugees with no record of birth, 
death or marriage.

With judges and lawyers in Syria 
subject to intimidation by the re-
gime and jihadist groups and no 
clear consensus among the coun-
try’s foreign interventionists, agree-
ment on a legal framework for an 
emergent Syrian state seems as elu-
sive as ever.

“The current Assad regime is an 
authoritarian one that does not view 
an independent legal and judicial 
system in its favour,” Noha Abouel-
dahab of the Brookings Institution 
said via e-mail. “So, until a new, or 
transitional, government is in place, 
we will not be seeing much progress 
— if at all — in rebuilding Syria’s legal 
system.”

“If Syria does not receive an ac-
countable justice system, the costs 
will be devastating,” Aboueldahab 
said. “Without accountability, with-
out legal redress, without access to 
an independent legal and judicial 
system, social grievances and viola-
tions of civil and political rights will 
continue to be perpetrated without 
any consequences.”

A report by the International Le-
gal Assistance Consortium (ILAC) 
delivered a clear assessment of 
how justice is being administered 
throughout Syria. Using interviews 
with more than 100 Syrian lawyers 
and civil society representatives 
gathered from within neighbouring 
countries, the report centres on a 
single recommendation. “It’s impor-
tant not to start from zero,” said its 
author, Mikael Ekman, but to work 
with whatever legal system Syria 
has in place. What that legal system 
might look like is far from clear.

Syria’s legal system is essentially 
a patchwork of conflicting ideolo-
gies and, by extension, legal frame-
works. Amid a general rise in law-
lessness, what legal systems that 
exist in rebel-held areas are typically 
subject to a strict interpretation of 
sharia.

Discussing the ILAC report at the 
Royal Institute of International Af-
fairs at Chatham House, British 
Judge Keith Raynor observed that 
“even in opposition-held areas 
where sharia law is administered, 
judges don’t possess the qualifica-

tions or training for sharia courts.”
Essentially, two legal systems 

have become conflated. Judges in 
opposition areas, trained in the dis-
pensation of Syrian civil law, find 
themselves subject to the rule of the 
various rebel militias, pressuring 
them to administer religious edicts 
that both the judge and the group 
appear unclear about.

Conversely, in regime-held areas, 
Syrian President Bashar Assad may 
remove any judge with a decree, 
with no access to appeal. ILAC re-
searchers interviewed judges in Ga-
ziantep, Turkey, during 2016 who 
described the government’s increas-
ing use of its executive arm as a form 
of intimidation. “I didn’t feel like 
I was a judge” was the main senti-
ment researchers reported among 
participating judges.

Raynor described a case in which 
a group apparently connected to a 
state security agency threatened the 
judge in a case against them. The 
judge in question was subsequently 
forced to flee. Similar instances of 
intimidation, allied with the dimin-
ishing power of judges, contribute 
to a lessening of legal authority 
across Syria, Raynor noted.

While judges who remained loyal 
to the Assad regime remained in 
situ, those who resisted Damascus 
reported receiving threats to them-
selves and their families. Conse-
quently, dozens of judges have left 
Syria.

The ILAC report also highlighted 
the status of women in the Syrian 
justice system, who, in the absence 
of official documentation, are in le-
gal limbo. Denied the correct paper-
work, the report noted the women’s 
inability to report crimes committed 
against them or secure official em-
ployment.

What official paperwork exists 
comes with a price tag. The UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees said 
marriage and birth certificates cost 
$70 and a death certificate costs a 
bereaved family $160. Petitioners re-
port officials asking for further pay-
ments, which they say will speed 
processing. Those who live in rebel-
controlled areas are left with paper-
work not accepted outside their own 
region.

Compounding the legal difficul-
ties of women living outside of Syr-
ia’s bureaucracy are the problems in 
reporting sexual violence. Women 
talking with British lawmakers de-
termining their response to Syria’s 
struggles told of a profound lack of 
trust in the legal system.

Syria’s legal system will need re-
building after the hostilities end. 
How that can be achieved without 
documentation or faith remains to 
be seen.

Suddaf Chaudry is a journalist who 
focuses on the Middle East and 
South Asia.
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indications that Iran 
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their presence in the 
Golan Heights.

Injustice system. Syrian soldiers standing outside a building 
that was used by ISIS members as an Islamic court in the town of 
Uqayribat in Syria’s eastern Hama countryside.                             (AFP)

War jitters. An Israeli F-15 fighter jet takes off at Ovda military air base in southern Israel.           (Reuters)
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