SYRIA
Before plunging into civil war, Syria was the most significant threat to
Israel of all its bordering adversaries. Located to Israel’s northeast, the
country has been war-ravaged since 2011. Iran, Russia and Hezbollah
have supported Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad’s government in fighting
rebel militias and radical jihadi groups including the Islamic State (ISIS)
and al-Qaida. Israeli security planners are concerned that these groups
will ultimately turn south to attack Israel.

Syria still poses a threat to Israel.
After five years of grueling civil war, the Assad regime’s military capabilities
are substantially reduced and the bulk of its chemical weapons are destroyed.
Nonetheless, Syria’s residual missiles remain a threat to Israel, as is the potential
transfer of arms and chemical weapons or know-how to terrorist groups.

Syria is a terrorist melting pot that menaces Israel.
Syria has become a hotbed for radical jihadist groups, and the conflict is
attracting new recruits at an accelerating rate. At present, these terrorist
organizations fight the Assad-Iran-Russia-Hezbollah alliance, but they have
made no secret of their long-term ambition to attack and destroy Israel. Both
ISIS and al-Qaida operate near the Israel-Syria border, threatening Israel directly
through possible infiltration and rocket fire. They also attempt to win over
the Arab population with their jihadist ideology. ISIS released its first Hebrew
language video in October 2015, which promised that “not a single Jew will
remain alive in Jerusalem.”
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Syrian refugees strain regional governments.
More than four million people have fled Syria since 2011, mostly to Turkey,
Lebanon and Jordan. These countries are struggling to find the material
and financial resources to support the massive influx of refugees. And
for important allies like Jordan, the resulting instability imperils existing
leadership and societal structures. Beyond the Middle East, Syrian refugees
are also straining several European countries.
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M O U N T I N G T H R E AT S T O I S R A E L : S Y R I A

Russian involvement complicates Israel’s strategic approach
to Syria.
For decades, Israel’s regional air supremacy deterred its enemies, and its
reported strike on Syrian nuclear facilities in 2007 thwarted Damascus’
nuclear program. But Russia’s 2015 introduction of the S-400 missile
defense system in Syria, which has a range encompassing all of the country’s
airspace and half of Israel’s, now challenges the Jewish state’s ability to strike
emerging threats. Israel has vowed to continue preventative strikes against
shipments of sophisticated weaponry to Hezbollah, but the presence of
Russian forces in Syria complicates Israel’s equation.

Iran’s entry into Syria places a long-term, strategic threat on
Israel’s border.
Iran has deployed as many as 2,000 of its IRGC troops to Syria, which
provides supply, training and direction to tens of thousands of Syrian army
forces, Hezbollah terrorists, and Shia militiamen drawn from Iraq, the Gulf,
Pakistan and Afghanistan. Some of these forces operate on Israel’s northern
border, bringing Iran’s malign influence directly to Israel’s doorstep. Iran strives
to maintain control over western Syria to preserve its proximity to Israel and
its supply line to Hezbollah—its primary terrorist proxy, Assad’s most valuable
fighting force, and an imminent threat to Israel. Iran is laying the foundation
for a long-term presence in Syria, similar to its presence in Iraq, by infiltrating
its economy and civil society to create a durable web of dependency. It is likely
that Iran will refocus its Syrian activities on Israel if the Assad regime or its
successor stabilizes its grip on the country.
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THE WAY FORWARD

The United States has long defined Israel’s survival and security as
important to its national interests. Accordingly, America provides
Israel—the sole democracy in the Middle East—with annual security
assistance to help it defend itself, by itself, against mounting threats
across the region. Security assistance is currently provided at levels
established by a 10-year Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
between the allies. The current MOU expires in 2018, and discussions
are underway to renew and expand the terms of the next agreement.
The two countries also pursue cooperative programs, including missile
defense and tunnel detection; the latest joint effort is the David’s Sling
missile defense system, set to become operational in 2016. America
must continue to ensure that Israel has the resources to purchase the
weapons and develop the systems needed to respond decisively to
threats ranging from Hezbollah to a potential nuclear armed Iran.
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