
ß Deterrence. This is the component in 
Israel’s strategy that was established in order 
to prevent Arab-initiated wars against Israel. 
Volumes have been written on the subject of 
deterrence, in a general context and within 
the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict. An 
understanding of the concept of deterrence 
is complicated because of the difficulty in 
quantifying the scale and the components of 
deterrence.2 

ß Warning. Israel’s ability to take a calcu-
lated risk against the military forces of Arab 
countries has created a situation in which a 
considerable portion of the IDF – its reserve 
apparatus – is not mobilized and is unpre-
pared for battle. Early warning supplies Is-
rael with sufficient time to prepare a suitable 
response to threats.

ß Decision, the component completing 
the security triangle. For the purposes of this 
discussion, the concept of decision means 

subduing the military capability of the at-
tacking country and no more than that. Da-
vid Ben-Gurion noted that for Israel there is 
no possibility of a final resolution to the con-
flict, so long as the Arabs are not interested in 
one.3 

An additional analysis of these compo-
nents can be found in an article written by 
Yoav Gelber4 that followed recent reports on 
an Israeli attack in Syria and appeared in the 
wake of the ensuing public discussion re-
garding Israel’s deterrence. Gelber’s central 
argument touches on the collapse of all three 
components. He writes that in 1973, as in 
2006, all three components collapsed: Israel 
lost its deterrence, there was no warning, and 
Israel was unable to achieve decision. It is of 
little matter how many times Israel shouted 
or will continue to proclaim how it won. Is-
rael is using the same concepts and thought 
patterns towards the Palestinians and Hiz-
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bollah that it used towards the Egyptian and 
Syrian armies. However, Gelber continues, 
these are of no significance against religious 
fanatics who are ready to commit suicide or 
sacrifice their lives. These are odds that no 
regular army would fight against.

Let us consider the change Gelber de-
scribes and assess its significance regarding 
the fundamental components of Israel’s se-
curity concept.

Since its establishment, the State of Israel 
has been called on to confront two primary 
threats: conventional military threats and 
terrorism5 (the non-conventional threat is 
beyond the scope of this article). The opera-
tion of conventional forces against the IDF 
has meant the operation of organized mili-
tary forces. The methods of warfare include 
operating large organized armies via maneu-
ver for the purpose of moving and apply-
ing force, so as to occupy or defend territory 
and destroy the enemy. Over the years, in 
response to the IDF’s anti-maneuvering po-
tential, the enemy has developed two key 
capabilities.

The first is the massive use of high tra-
jectory fire. Countries such as Syria and or-
ganizations like Hizbollah in Lebanon and 
Palestinian organizations have built up high 
trajectory fire capabilities as a key part of 
their operational capability. The Syrian mili-
tary has built up powerful, well-stocked fir-
ing capabilities in a system built to operate 
on Israel’s northern front as well as within 
Israel’s strategic interior. At the same time 
Hizbollah and other terror organizations 
have also built up high trajectory systems, 
which present Israel with a significant chal-
lenge. Actually, Syria could launch an attack 
that comprises firing on IDF forces or a ter-
ror attack against civilians without operating 
any sort of maneuvering force and without 

any objective of seizing territory.
The second capability is guerilla warfare, 

a method of warfare characterized by two 
fundamental components: decentralized ac-
tion carried out by small, low signature forc-
es, with localized objectives of hitting, ex-
hausting, and disrupting enemy operations; 
and concealment, intended mainly to thwart 
the opponent’s ability to employ his conven-
tional power. Recent experience testifies to a 
Syrian attempt to build supplementary fight-
ing capabilities based on guerrilla warfare 
methods while preserving its conventional 
abilities. The use of guerilla methods re-
quires that guerilla forces be located in famil-
iar territory and receive assistance from the 
local civilian infrastructure and population. 
Therefore this is primarily a defensive type 
of warfare directed against attacking forces 
located in territory outside of their country. 
It would have serious limitations if used to 
attack Israel in order to occupy territory.

Given the special conditions Israel faces, 
mainly the size of its territory, its minimal 
strategic depth, and the concentration of its 
population and strategic infrastructure with-
in a narrow and crowded area, it is impera-
tive to conduct an in-depth examination of 
the implications of the changing nature of 
the threat to Israel. The reliance of Syria and 
agents of terror on high trajectory fire and on 
guerilla warfare methods necessitates a criti-
cal review of the three conceptual elements 
described above.

Deterrence
The 1969-70 War of Attrition and the 1973 
Yom Kippur War broke out following one 
of the IDF’s most striking victories: the Six 
Day War. A discussion of Israel’s deterrence, 
therefore, would do well to begin with the 
elusiveness of that component given the per-
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ception of those years. Furthermore, since 
then, attempts by Arab countries as well as 
terror organizations have focused on eroding 
Israel’s resistance rather than striking Israel 
with one decisive blow.

Deterrence should be characterized by 
different concepts that serve to distinguish 
between a symmetrical clash of military 
forces (force vs. force) and an asymmetrical 
clash in which an organized military force 
acts against non-military forces employing 
means of terror and guerilla warfare.

ß Symmetrical deterrence, in this case, 
deterrence against the use of military force 
by an Arab country. Since the Yom Kippur 

War, Israel has not been 
attacked by a military 
belonging to an Arab 
country, and apparently 
Israel has deterred Arab 
countries from attacking 
it. Syria, for example, was 
deterred from attacking 
Israel during the Second 

Lebanon War and in response to what was 
reported to be an Israeli attack within Syria 
this past September. On the other hand Syria 
was not discouraged during the Second Leb-
anon War or in previous years from extend-
ing significant support to Hizbollah and oth-
er terror organizations under its auspices.

ß Asymmetric deterrence refers here to 
deterring organizations and countries from 
taking action against Israel via terror that 
uses high trajectory fire and other methods. 
Throughout its existence Israel has clearly 
not succeeded in maintaining asymmetric 
deterrence, as terrorist elements and spon-
soring countries have continued to operate 
against it. Prior to the Second Lebanon War 
Hizbollah developed a modus operandi 
whereby the organization was not deterred 

from occasional actions, nor was it deterred 
from attempting to kidnap Israeli soldiers 
(succeeding in two cases). However to date 
the results of the Second Lebanon War show 
that a state of asymmetric deterrence exists 
vis-à-vis the organization, and Hizbollah 
has entirely avoided action against Israel. In 
contrast with the situation in the north, Israel 
appears unable to deter or prevent the high 
trajectory fire from Gaza executed by a num-
ber of organizations with differing interests.

In its two forms, deterrence can be 
achieved for a limited time. Success is mea-
sured by the length of time deterrence lasts. 
An examination of Israel’s inability to realize 
asymmetric deterrence in the south, contrast-
ed with success in the north (which has lasted 
one and a half years), points to the difference 
between these arenas, which comprises two 
main elements. The first is centralized con-
trol. Hizbollah is an organization able to con-
trol its forces well. There are other militias 
operating in Lebanon, but they are not signif-
icantly active in the region where Hizbollah 
operates. Hizbollah’s domination allows it to 
control hostile activities from southern Leba-
non. In Gaza, on the other hand, the Hamas 
organization operates alongside other terror 
organizations that, under the existing situa-
tion, are not under central Hamas control.

The second element is the extent of Isra-
el’s use of force. The scale of Israel’s opera-
tion in Lebanon was highly disproportion-
ate to the extent of the threat. The operation 
caused extreme damage to Hizbollah – its 
civilian home front, its operational ability, 
and its economic infrastructure. It would 
appear that the intensity of the force used 
is closely related to the ability to maintain 
sustained asymmetric deterrence. It is likely 
that using similar force in Gaza, whereby the 
operational and economic infrastructures of 
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Hamas and accompanying organizations are 
attacked significantly for an extended time, 
would allow a certain measure of asymmet-
ric deterrence against these organizations. 

Maintaining asymmetric deterrence is a 
significant challenge for Israel. The introduc-
tion of high trajectory fire as a key instru-
ment of terror actions against Israel obliges 
the country to find ways of realizing this 
type of deterrence against terror organiza-
tions. The model of the Second Lebanon War 
shows that it is possible over time to maintain 
asymmetric deterrence against Hizbollah.

Warning
Over the years Israel has developed excel-
lent intelligence capabilities for identifying 
enemy capabilities and intentions of attack-
ing Israel. The nation’s preparedness has 
centered on a scenario in which Israel is at-
tacked by military forces invading its terri-
tory. To meet this type of situation a common 
language was constructed whereby indica-
tors ranked enemy intentions to attack. It 
seems that the scenario of Syrian maneuver-
ing forces moving into the Golan Heights is 
growing more remote, replaced by a scenario 
with asymmetric elements such as massive 
high trajectory fire or attrition operations us-
ing guerrilla warfare methods. This type of 
threat causes warning capability to be dan-
gerously limited. The massive firing of short 
range rockets does not necessitate extended 
preparation. In fact, the Syrian army has the 
ability to fire within a short time frame. Pre-
sumably a surprise attack of massive high 
trajectory fire will include preparations for 
an IDF response, which in turn will signal as 
to Syrian intentions (in other words, referred 
deterrence.6) Also possible are offensive sce-
narios whereby Syrian forces employ guer-
rilla methods to execute localized attacks 

against Israeli targets and assets along the 
border. What meaning does warning have 
under these conditions? Two principal char-
acteristics of warning can be defined.

ß Remote warning refers to the intelli-
gence capability to warn as to the operation 
of forces beyond the country’s borders, for 
example intelligence warnings on events in 
Syria or intelligence alerts on events in Gaza. 
Both these cases necessitate intelligence that 
operates without having a permanent pres-
ence in the area. Remote warning enables a 
satisfactory response to the operation of or-
ganized military forces against Israel, alerting 
as to their maneuvers as well as their capac-
ity for fire. This type of warning is facilitated 
by the high signature of the military forma-
tions involved. However, it is difficult to sup-
ply effective warnings of events beyond the 
country’s borders that are connected with 
high trajectory fire such as short range rock-
ets; this also applies to the operation of low 
signature forces employing guerilla methods 
that are run by terror organizations (in the 
Gaza Strip or in Lebanon, for example) or 
perhaps Syria.

ß Presence-based warning. IDF fighting in 
Judea and Samaria has been characterized 
over the years by an ability to generate ef-
fective intelligence warnings based on an 
ongoing IDF presence in the region. Proof of 
this is that the IDF and the General Security 
Services were successful in reducing terror to 
more tolerable proportions. Attempts to re-
alize this capability in Gaza and in Lebanon 
show just how difficult it is to generate effec-
tive intelligence from afar.

Accordingly, the warning component of 
Israel’s security concept must be adjusted 
and refined. The need for warning on the ma-
neuvering of large forces belonging to Arab 
countries is still valid. At the same time, the 
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need has grown for warning as to the opera-
tion of guerilla-contoured forces and massive 
high trajectory fire, whether activated by a 
country or – and all the more so – by a terror 
organization. Reliance on referred deterrence 
may well prove inadequate.

Decision 
The term decision describes a situation 
where in a swift action, the opponent’s abil-
ity is eradicated, and it succumbs first to a 
state of helplessness and thereafter surren-
ders.7 The IDF is required to achieve quick 
decision in order to impact significantly on 
an enemy country’s organized military ca-

pability; at the same time 
it must hit and minimize 
as much as possible the 
operational capabilities 
and damage caused by 
organizations, including 
terror organizations.8 If 
in previous scenarios the 
IDF prepared for attacks 

contoured along the lines of the Yom Kippur 
War, in which maneuvering forces move into 
the country’s territory, now new scenarios 
dominate. These include enemy attacks con-
sisting of massive, high intensity high trajec-
tory fire along the length and breadth of the 
front, and reaching into the country’s strate-
gic depth. There is also the possibility of fire 
directed at civilian targets and infrastructure, 
with Syria firing in combination with or sep-
arately from Hizbollah. In accordance with 
IDF fundamental concepts, the first stage of a 
response would include a defensive fighting 
stage, after which the military must achieve 
decision via attack. It is fitting, then, to ex-
amine the implications of defensive fighting 
and attack in these scenarios. 

The enemy’s concentrated attack effort 

and transition from maneuvering to firepow-
er obliges an in-depth clarification of IDF 
defensive fighting. If in the past opponents 
opened fire in order to create conditions for 
a subsequent maneuvering assault, in the 
new situation fire is the primary component 
of attack. Stopping the fire becomes the basic 
component of any IDF operational response. 
The experience of the Second Lebanon War 
showed that stopping long range fire effec-
tively is achievable; in contrast, it is difficult 
to stop short range fire. The overall response 
to the threat is an integrated defensive and 
offensive response that may be based on four 
components, two defensive and two offen-
sive:

ß Intercepting rockets and missiles in flight. 
Israel is aiming to develop and produce de-
fensive systems enabling the interception of 
in-flight rockets. At this stage it is difficult to 
see how such systems would supply a com-
prehensive answer to the problem, not to 
mention that the expected cost of operating 
such systems would be high and the extent 
of firing likely to be great indeed. That an in-
terception system could effectively handle the 
threat seems unlikely under these conditions. 
The effectiveness of the system is likely to be 
higher for the Gaza region, where the scope of 
fire is unlike what is expected in the north.

ß Passive defense and defense of the civil-
ian front. This defensive component com-
prises two parts: the creation of a shielding 
and survivability capability founded on apt 
prioritization of the country’s vital systems, 
and the ability to supply protection to citi-
zens against missile and rocket attacks. This 
protection must be constructed in order to 
enable a reasonable degree of ongoing Israeli 
civilian and economic activity. At the same 
time it is imperative to fashion a complete 
operational concept for defending the civil-
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ian front, which must include the integration 
of all relevant components including: the 
IDF, the National Emergency Authority (for 
defending the home front), local government 
systems, and even extra-governmental agen-
cies such as NGOs and other organizations. 
Only a synergetic integration of all these el-
ements along with instruction of the popu-
lation for the “day of reckoning” can enable 
the creation of an effective response to high 
trajectory fire on the civilian front.

ß Counter fire. During the Second Leba-
non War the IDF demonstrated capabilities 
of hitting medium range and long range 
launching systems, but was hard pressed to 
attack short range rockets with any measure 
of success. Apparently effective counter fire 
ability will also be absent in the foreseeable 
future. The creation of an effective attack 
cycle of locating-firing-destroying consti-
tutes one of the most meaningful challenges 
for the IDF. Nonetheless, the use of (statis-
tically precise) counter fire will continue to 
be a component of an overall response to the 
rocket threat.

ß Maneuvering assault actions in launch ar-
eas. Operating maneuvering forces in launch 
areas in order to directly engage agents that 
operate and support launches would spur 
a significant decrease in enemy fire. Such a 
maneuvering action would have to operate 
in an area well protected by regular forces 
as well as forces employing guerilla meth-
ods and controlling large anti-tank systems. 
The IDF must identify the optimal maneu-
vering blend that would enable it to also 
move about in such protected areas. Despite 
its new emphasis on high trajectory fire, the 
Syrian army still has appreciable maneuver-
ing capabilities; the IDF’s maneuvering ac-
tions would have to hit these significantly 
while conquering territory and taking action 

against targets in a way that reduces motiva-
tion to continue firing rockets.

Achieving decision obliges a balance be-
tween all the components; at the same time, 
the lessons of the war in Iraq must be kept 
in mind. The Iraqi military was subdued 
within a short time, but the American mili-
tary has since found itself confronting terror 
directed against Iraqi civilians as well as a 
significant level of guerilla warfare directed 
against American forces. Such being the case, 
the need to achieve decision obliges a final-
ization of the military moves while develop-
ing a comprehensive operational concept. 
In order to put the last touches on decision, 
the IDF must supply a response to guerilla 
threats originating within and outside of ter-
ritory the IDF has conquered, until a resolu-
tion to the conflict is implemented.

Conclusion
The range of threats against Israel has inject-
ed new components into the equation, and 
the blend of the overall threat has changed. 
In the past, the IDF had to contend with sce-
narios of maneuvering forces attacking Israel 
in order to conquer territory. Now that Isra-
el’s enemies have understood Israel’s power 
to deal with such scenarios, they have intro-
duced rocket fire plus guerilla warfare into 
the equation as the core component of their 
attack and defense concept. The three funda-
mental elements of deterrence-warning-deci-
sion must be adjusted in order to understand 
to what extent these elements are adequately 
updated to face the current threat.

Over the years Israel has succeeded in 
effecting symmetrical deterrence, but has 
found asymmetric deterrence difficult. The 
lessons of the Second Lebanon War enable 
a reexamination of Israel’s ability to deliver 
a suitable deterrent response that also meets 
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asymmetric threats. The defense establish-
ment’s difficulty in generating remote warn-
ings for asymmetric threats, combined with 
the introduction of such threats in hostile 
countries such as Syria, necessitates a reex-
amination of the IDF’s process of force build-
up and its preparedness for dealing with sce-
narios of unanticipated massive high trajec-
tory fire within an effective period of time.

Finally, Israel’s concept of decision must 
be reviewed. It appears that over time, the 
IDF will have to perform in an interior de-
fended with guerilla warfare by combining 
between defensive systems, counter fire, and 
maneuver. These elements will partly supply 
the required decision. The IDF will also have 
to supply a response to continued guerilla 
warfare and terror following its occupation 
of territory. IDF force buildup processes ne-
cessitate inter-branch collaboration focused 
on supporting the entire IDF lineup, starting 
from the lone combat soldier and the small 
maneuvering unit all the way to the IDF’s 
chief command apparatus.          
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