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Israel’s Need to Take a Stand against the Assad Rete:
A Moral Imperative and Strategic Necessity

Amos Yadlin

For the past five years, Israel has chosen noake sides in the events underway in
Syria. Yet while there were — and still are — sagoned reasons for this policy, the time
has come for Israel to reassess its position oithlevar that rages across its border. On
May 2, 2016,Haaretz military analyst Amos Harel wrote, “Syria's embadt Assad
regime used chemical arms against ISIS east of Beusa.The regime apparently
decided to use the lethal gas sarin after I1SIStdighattacked two Syrian air force bases
considered vital military assets.” Since this récecident, however, the international
community has ignored Bashar al-Assad’s blatantatimn of his 2013 commitment to
rid his regime of its chemical weapons and ceaseumse of them, and as such, his
defiance of universal norms and international cotie@s. In addition, despite the
ceasefire, the Assad regime and its allies havenred their indiscriminate killing in
Aleppo, Idlib, and the Damascus region. These dgweénts underlie the conclusion that
Israel must adopt a position opposing Bashar akéssd his regime.

First and foremost, Israel must adopt this positiased on moral considerations. The
renewed use of chemical weapons reminds us thatpHrey bearing the most

responsibility for the massacre underway in Syras lyet to be punished. It also
highlights Israel's obligation to acknowledge thsgsad is a murderer whose actions
have led to a chilling human tragedy. Assad isoesible for 90 percent of the deaths
during the war, which thus far total approximaté00,000. He is also accountable for the
more than two million wounded and the 11 milliofugees within Syria and neighboring
countries. The outcome is a humanitarian disaiterlikes of which have not been seen
since the genocide in Cambodia four decades agdahendenocide in Rwanda 22 years
ago. In light of these occurrences, Israel cantawtcsidly by.

In addition to this moral backdrop, which in itsowght provides sufficient justification
for Assad’s ouster, the fall of the regime is atgtgic Israeli interest. The radical axis led
by Iran that runs through Assad-controlled Syriddezbollah in Lebanon, and embraces
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the strategic goal of putting an end to Israethesmost concrete threat the State of Israel
faces today. The axis’s current military capal@$tiand the additional capabilities it can
be expected to acquire, constitute the industmal scientific potential resources of a
regional power. Its recent strengthening vis-aigsivals in Syria has made it clear that
action must be taken to prevent this problematiategic development, preferably in
coordination with major countries in the region d@hed global superpowers.

Some argue that the threat posed by the Islamie &tao less serious and must be dealt
with first, and indeed, the severity of the IslarSi@te threat, which has been debated in
Israel over the past two years, must not be untierat®ed. However, contending with
this issue should not prevent Israel from assigrangear strategic preference to the
Tehran-Baghdad-Damascus-Beirut challenge. Afteualller US and Russian leadership,
and regardless of the involvement of Israel, therimational community has mobilized to
contend with the Islamic State phenomenon and has far succeeded in halting its
advance and reducing the area under its controlh&umore, although the Islamic State
attracts some Sunnis in Syria while Assad remairgoiver, it is extremely likely that an
end to the Assad regime and the evolution of a madeeSunni alternative will greatly
weaken the Islamic State appeal. Moreover, reagurts confirm suspicions regarding
cooperation between the Assad regime and the IsI&tate and bolster the assumption
that these two extremist parties share a commamesit in weakening and eliminating
any moderate alternative and helping safeguarduheval of one another. Israel, on the
other hand, remains virtually alone against thelpnian radical axis and can rely on no
one but itself. For this reason, it must make ac@gainst strengthening the Russian-
supported axis a high priority. The bottom linghat the Islamic Republic of Iran (and
its allies) is exponentially more dangerous todkthan the Islamic State.

To cease straddling the fence, Israel should foateuh multi-layered strategy. One
fundamental condition is the establishment of aoreg, and if necessary, covert alliance
with forces in the Sunni world, most importantlyu8aArabia, the Gulf states, Turkey,
Jordan, and Egypt. The prominent Sunni states én Nfddle East and Israel have
overlapping interests and seek to advance similais:athe weakening of Iran and
Hezbollah and the ousting of Assad. For this reagay should be mobilized to promote
essential processes aimed at advancing these dgdatbis should be implemented in
partnership with the United States and perhaps thismigh quiet understandings with
Russia, which, unlike Iran, does not regard Assad aecessary component of a future
Syrian order.

What follows are the main policy points of an oVlestrategy to oppose Assad and his
regime and weaken the radical axis.



INSS Insight No. 823 Israel’s Need to Take a Stand against the Assad Regime:
A Moral Imperative and Strategic Necessity

First, a clear political and legal process showdaunched against the crimes committed
by the Assad regime that will help hold it accolesfor its role in the mass murder and
its use of chemical weapons. Israel can help irdikelosure of most of the information
regarding the killing perpetrated by Assad and teéah in Syria and the use of chemical
weapons.

Second, a dialogue with the United States musabeched regarding the formulation of
a strategy to remove the Assad regime, Iraniarefrelezbollah, and the Islamic State
from Syria. Israel should stipulate — and in doitiggo would be in the same camp as
Saudi Arabia and Turkey (both allies of the Unitdtes) — the following order: Assad
first, and then the Islamic State. It is importaoth to discuss with the Americans the
importance of not remaining silent in the face leé themical weapons use and to take
action against the central elements of power withm regime, including the security
services headquarters, the chemical weapons amitsperhaps also elements within the
air force and air defenses, all in accordance dé&monstrating a credible international
norm and President Obama’s commitment to puniskegime that used chemical
weapons and prevent any further use of such sutegaAt the same time, it is necessary
to seek additional ways of strengthening modergiposition groups, including by
supplying greater quantities of advanced weapornbldse that have proven their ability
to fight the Assad regime.

Third, Israel must prove that it too has red limegl moral principles. Such elements
should be considered when deliberating the impleatiem of limited military operations
aimed at conveying an ethical message and savingahdife, such as strikes against
Syrian military helicopters dropping barrel bomlvs densely populated areas. Such
military actions can be carried out using standeafbabilities and would require neither
entering into a broad air campaign to achieve @pesority nor collisions with Russian
forces in Syria.

Fourth, in parallel, and in a manner that doesrantcounter to strikes against elements
of the Assad regime implicated in injuring innocemtilians, Israel can confront the
threat posed by the Islamic State in the southerdarGHeights by the Yarmouk Martyrs
Brigade. Such action would demonstrate that theggte against Assad can be pursued
along with fighting the Islamic State. Also impartais the continued provision of
intelligence and other assistance to the coalitfigiging the Sunni jihadist groups, most
importantly the Islamic State.

Fifth, Israel, with regional and international baxk should encourage humanitarian
stabilization in southern Syria along the bordehsrael and Jordan. The efforts to
stabilize the situation in this region should alscdude adaptation of the capabilities of
the UN forces operating in the region to ensurér thatability for the task. This will
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involve closer cooperation with Jordan in south8ymia, for the sake of strengthening
parties that share common interests with IsraelJamdan, and the concurrent expansion
of lIsraeli humanitarian aid to refugees, besiegegpufations, and the wounded
(elsewhere in Syria as well). The United Statesumitey can take part in in such efforts
in northern Syria within the framework of broad-ed$iumanitarian activity.

Sixth, understandings must be hammered out witlsiBus advance these efforts while
preserving Russian interests in northern Syrias important to consult with Moscow
regarding a replacement for the Assad regime thiatbes more oriented toward Russia
and less oriented toward Iran.

Seventh, efforts should be made to encourage apploguto the extent possible Arab
measures against Hezbollah and Iran in the regemainternational arenas.

The Middle East is being reshaped by an extendeckgs that began over five years ago,
and its end-point is currently impossible to pred#till, it can be assumed that the
parties involved with the conflicts in the regiongeneral, and in Syria in particular, seek
resolutions through an attempt to reshape the poslations between them and the state
structures in the area. Against this backgroundhelshas a fundamental interest in
ensuring that Iran and Hezbollah will not be thecés that are strengthened within the
framework of a new order in the Middle East. Whessdd is ultimately ousted, it is
important that the Arab and Muslim world know thsiael was on the right side of the
struggle and operated correctly from both a mandl @ strategic perspective.

Gone are the days in which Israel could impartialbserve the developments in Syria
from the sidelines. If Israel wants to help shape nature of the surrounding region in
the years to come and improve its standing in éiggon, it must not hesitate, as doing so
could mean missing this opportunity to undermigenifost bitter enemies. An assertive,
moral, proactive, and creative policy against theical axis, revolving around the

ousting of the pro-lranian Assad regime, is thérpatael must follow. This insight was

already applicable three years ago, after the Assgime made use of chemical

weapons, and its validity increased substantiallgmvsuch weapons were used again
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