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Escalation in Syria

T 

he recent downing of 
an Israeli F-16 by Syrian 
antiaircraft systems 
was the first time since 
1982 that Israel lost 
a warplane to enemy 

fire. The aircraft had been con-
ducting strikes with eight other 
Israeli F-16s in response to an 
Iranian drone launched from Syria 
that had been intercepted.

Following the downing of its 
fighter jet, Israel responded with 
an unprecedented wave of raids, 
destroying almost half of deployed 
Syrian air defence system.

Until the F-16 was shot down, Is-
rael had been conducting air raids 
on targets in Syria with relative 
impunity. Observers asking how 
the Israelis lost an F-16 to enemy 
fire may need to wait to determine 
whether it was a one-off incident 
or whether Israeli air superiority, 
once unquestioned in Syria, has 
been compromised.

Israel remains militarily superior 
to any of its regional adversaries by 
some margin, even without resort-
ing to nuclear weapons. However, 
it is unlikely that Israel’s next loss 
in Syria is another 36 years away as 
it is drawn into the country more 
deeply than ever.

Syria has remained technically at 
war with Israel for decades but no 
large-scale Syrian-Israeli hostilities 
have been witnessed since the end 
of the Lebanese civil war.

Syria, arguably at its weakest 
point ever, presents a new hybrid 
threat to Israel. Hybrid threats blur 
lines between the conventional 
and unconventional, regular and 
irregular, overt and covert war. 
Developments in Syria effectively 
transformed the country into 
the perfect storm for Israel with 
the entry of its nemeses Iran and 
Hezbollah.

Hezbollah has rearmed exten-
sively since its conflict with Israel 
in 2006, amassing an arsenal of 
potentially more than 100,000 
rockets with improved accuracy, 
range and payloads as well as the 
Russia-made SA-17 Buk, a medi-
um-range air-defence missile origi-
nally sold to Syria. Major-General 
Amir Eshel, the Israeli Air Force’s 
ex-chief, estimated Israel has con-
ducted more than 100 operations 
to attack Syrian and Hezbollah 
arms convoys since 2012.

Israel says Hezbollah and Iran 
have constructed bases in Syria to 
store Iran-manufactured Shahab-1, 
Shahab-2 and Fateh-110 ballistic 

missiles, which all put Israel fully 
within striking range.

Yet, arguably Israel’s grandest 
challenge in Syria is incubating 
in the Golan, which Iran views as 
Israel’s Achilles’ heel. Israel cap-
tured the Golan Heights from Syria 
in 1967. More than 20,000 Israelis 
live there but it could eventually 
house more than 1 million. More 
than 40% of Israeli wine exports 
and up to half of certain vegeta-
bles and fruits feeding Israel are 
produced in the Golan. It has a 
budding tourism industry and is 
a vital freshwater source with the 
headwaters of the Jordan River 
lying within it as well as sources 
feeding the Sea of Galilee and 
Yarmouk River.

A little over two years ago an 
Israeli strike killed an Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps com-
mander and Hezbollah command-
ers visiting the Golan, leading to a 
retaliatory ambush by Hezbollah 
that killed two Israeli soldiers.

The Golan, it is understood on 
both sides, has an extremely high 
strategic value. Hezbollah Secre-
tary-General Hassan Nasrallah has 
declared that the Golan and south-
ern Lebanon have become a single 
front against Israel, a strategy 

likely devised in Iran, which has 
the support of Damascus.

For Iran, the Golan is a pressure 
point and a vulnerability to be 
exploited if needed. For Israel, it is 
a threat that must be addressed as 
soon as possible. To do so effec-
tively, Israel would have to go after 
both Iran and Hezbollah much 
deeper in Syria.

Israel worries that Iran will be 
able to launch drones and missiles 
from Syria towards Israeli targets 
at will, as well as strike a major 
psychological blow by forcing an 
evacuation of Israelis from the 
Golan in the event of an escala-
tion. Note that the Iranian drone 
model that provoked the Israeli air 
raids in Syria can carry precision 
weapons.

As Iran and Hezbollah raise the 
stakes in Syria for Israel, the costs 
rise for all parties. The challenge 
for Israel is to increase costs for 
the others high enough to force 
a retreat or recalculation of their 
strategy. How it does so and how 
it keeps costs low enough for itself 
are less clear as recent events have 
demonstrated.

Deeper Israeli activity in Syria, a 
wider and more complex conflict, 
appears to be on the horizon.

Israeli military’s focus is now firmly on Syria
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Debate

I 

sraeli air strikes in Syria are not 
new. For years, Israel has been 
striking at the Assad regime 
and Hezbollah targets in Syria 
with regularity and effective-
ness. Where recent strikes 

differ is not in intent but in scale.
Israel estimates that it destroyed 

nearly half of the Assad regime’s air 
defences. This weakens the regime 
in relation to foreign powers. It also 
demonstrates divergence between 
the regime and its Iranian and Rus-
sian backers.

Russia’s power in Syria is not 
absolute but it is present. Before 
mounting its strikes, Israeli officials 
must have notified Russia. It is signif-
icant that the Russians failed to lift 
a finger to aid their Syrian client.

There is an Iranian dimension. 
Ryan O’Farrell, an analyst, said via 
social media that “the real ques-
tion, then, is to what degree the 
regime was involved in sending the 
Iranian drone into Israeli airspace 
[and precipitated the violence] or 
whether this was Iran simply doing 
as it pleased on Syrian soil.”

O’Farrell said rumours suggested 
“that this was a premeditated action 
designed to draw the IAF (Israeli Air 
Force) deep into Syrian airspace” 
where the Syrians could attack 
Israeli jets.

This seems unlikely.
It is possible that the intensifica-

tion of Israel’s intervention in Syria 
serves to further regime propaganda. 
The regime and Iran are more than 
nominally close in opposition to 
Israel, with the regime serving in 
an “axis of resistance” that includes 
Iran and Hezbollah. O’Farrell said: 
“A fight against Israel would help 
reorient the narrative back to the 
‘resistance’ role that has bolstered 
the regime for decades.”

Yet the regime has suffered sub-
stantial damage to its air defences 
and its credibility.

That Russia likely acquiesced to 
the Israeli attacks makes the regime 
appear to be on life support, depend-
ent on other powers that are not 
wedded to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and have no reason to back 
him in all things.

John Arterbury, a security analyst 
in Washington, said via social media 
that “the regime is… beholden to 
the whims of its backers, as well as 
to the many militias that the regime 
and its allies support on the ground.”

He referenced to the recent 

firefight east of the Euphrates River 
between US-backed Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF) fighters and pro-
regime forces. Arterbury said this 
“underscore[s] that the regime is 
reliant upon and deeply intertwined 
with foreign-backed militias, as evi-
denced by the attack that featured 
Russian mercenaries prominently.”

Bente Scheller, director of the 
Heinrich Boll Foundation’s Mid-
dle East office and author of “The 
Wisdom of Syria’s Waiting Game: 
Foreign Policy Under the Assads,” 
said by telephone that “the Rus-
sians and the Iranians and any other 
power intervening in Syria at the 
moment are largely following their 
own priorities and aims.”

She said Russia is “very powerful” 
but cannot “force the regime to be 
obedient,” which must be “frustrat-
ing.” Assad has also shown that 
“whatever the Russians want, he 
won’t… [follow] their orders.”

Scheller referenced Assad’s 
repeated use of chemical weapons, 
something that makes Russian ad-

vocacy on the regime’s behalf more 
difficult, and the Russian ambition 
to be visibly involved in brokering 
peace seem more remote.

“The Russians are much more 
pragmatic than the regime,” Scheller 
said. Russia would “like an interna-
tional settlement” rather than “to 
retake every inch of Syria,” which is 
Assad’s professed ambition.

Arterbury agreed, noting that “di-
vergence occurs, however, between 
how Iran and Russia intersect with 
the regime’s desire to retake all of 
Syria.”

“Iran,” he said, “is seeking to use 
Syria as a springboard and strate-
gic reserve for its ‘resistance axis’ 
and is more closely aligned with 
the regime’s grand strategic aims.” 
Russia “has more modest ambitions, 
recent attacks along the Euphrates 
notwithstanding.”

O’Farrell noted the sugges-
tion that “Iran and the regime 
are closer in their priorities than 
Russia and the regime, which some 
have suggested as a rift to exploit.” 

“Though,” he said, “I don’t see it as 
particularly realistic.”

There is little chance that the 
regime will be written out of its 
own war. Its forces are still pre-
sent, though weakened. Regime 
forces cannot retake all of Syria, 
per Assad’s ambition, and they are 
increasingly dependent on foreign 
support. This foreign support looks 
unlikely to dry up, despite Iran 
provoking an Israeli response and 
Russia effectively allowing Israel to 
strike its ally.

Assad can look forward to mani-
festations of support and unbro-
ken confidence from his backers. 
Arterbury summed up: “Ultimately, 
Damascus’s aims enjoy broad sup-
port from Iran and Russia but even-
tual concerns over Israel and the 
post-war landscape could eventually 
threaten the unity of action.”

The regime is weakened and has 
been humiliated by the Israeli air 
strikes. It can continue to count on 
the support of its patrons — at least 
for now.

Damascus’s regime is weakened 
but can count on allies, for now
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Dependency 
on donors has 
made UNRWA 
vulnerable to 
political pressure 
and interference.

Uneasy alliance. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Syrian President Bashar Assad watch 
troops marching at the Hmeimim Air Base in Syria.                                         (AP)
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