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Dr. Eado Hecht and Dr. Eitan Shamir

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since 1982, the IDF has refrained whenever possible from using heavy 
ground maneuvering forces1 in its operations. Instead, it has evinced a 
clear preference for air power and stand-off fire. This tendency was stated 
explicitly in the IDF’s recent force build-up plan, which gives priority to 
the air force and to precision-fire assets over ground units. Some pundits 
contend that in the absence of a direct threat from state armies, and in a 
situation where terror, guerrilla and rocket threats predominate, large, 
heavy maneuvering formations have become obsolete. 

This study argues, to the contrary, that the rise in capabilities of non-
state actors represents a new intermediate level between low- and high-
intensity threats; that is, the medium-intensity threat. The paper describes 
several plausible threat scenarios that show a clear need for large, highly 
capable maneuvering ground formations. This study demonstrates that 
current conventions are wrong with regard to the ineffectiveness of 
ground forces vis-à-vis these threats, and it argues for the building of 
credible, effective ground forces. 

An earlier version of this study appeared in Survival, Volume 58, Issue 5, published online on 
September 20, 2016.
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INTRODUCTION

The Debate on Ground Forces' Utility

Israel’s security doctrine has traditionally distinguished between routine 
threats (low-intensity attacks by state armies or non-state organizations) 
and fundamental threats (high-intensity offensives by state armies). But 
security planners have paid much less attention to the middle ground – 
the medium-intensity threat. 

Medium-intensity threats have grown in the wake of changes in the 
priorities of some Arab states, the reduced military capabilities of 
others, and the emergence of non-state organizations that have acquired 
some state capabilities and have successfully combined guerilla and 
terror tactics (irregular warfare) with more conventional practices 
(regular warfare).2 

The medium-intensity threat has moved from the sidelines to center 
stage, and is now the strategic focus of Israel’s active enemies. Israel’s 
security doctrine must address this grey area, first by defining it and 
then by identifying the optimal strategies and tactics that will be 
required to combat it. 

Dr. Eado Hecht is a researcher at the BESA Center for Strategic Studies, specializing in military 
theory and military history. He lectures at Bar-Ilan University, Interdisciplinary Center Herzliya, and 
at Haifa University, as well as at a variety of IDF advanced officer training courses.

Dr. Eitan Shamir, a senior research associate at the Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies, is a 
professor of political studies at Bar-Ilan University and the former head of the National Security 
Doctrine Department in the Israeli Ministry of Strategic Affairs.
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Of course, while “fundamental threats” to Israel have diminished, they 
have not disappeared; nor have “routine threats.” Thus, in order to 
respond effectively to all three threat levels the Israel Defense Forces 
(IDF), contrary to recent trends, needs to invest more in its ground 
forces capabilities. 

To make the case for the utility of ground forces, this study will explore 
the changes that have occurred in the strategic role of Israel’s ground 
forces and the (misguided) rationale for this change. The study will 
then present various scenarios stemming from the threat analysis that 
clearly demonstrate the need for a large, highly capable ground force, 
in clear contrast to the conventional wisdom that is leading the push 
for their reduction. 

Nominally, it seems that the IDF has a clear understanding of the threat 
and the need for ground forces. Recently, it  published a document, 
signed by the Chief of Staff, offering an introspective glance.3 One 
should bear in mind, when analyzing this document, that it is the 
shorter, unclassified version of a comprehensive document designed as 
the conceptual framework for a new IDF five-year plan that has yet to 
be approved by the government.4

The document elaborates on several issues, but what is important for this 
study is that it explicitly states that in the face of current and foreseeable 
threats, the IDF must maintain an effective ground force capability. The 
stated tasks of the ground force are: 

 Defending against small-scale or large-scale attacks into Israeli 
territory,5 though mass offensives are deemed less likely for the time 
being given the internal Arab wars.6

 Conducting small or large focused raids into enemy territory in order 
to destroy enemy military assets or pressure hostile leadership.7

 Temporarily conquering large tracts of hostile territory in order to 
clear them of enemy artillery or other military threats.8

To accomplish these tasks, the IDF believes it needs ground forces with 
better firepower, mobility and protection than its potential enemies.9 It 
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also believes that the size of the ground force has to achieve a “critical 
mass”10 – in other words, quality is not enough; it also needs quantity. 

But over the past five years, the IDF has disbanded six armored brigades, 
two artillery brigades, and an undisclosed number of rear-area security 
battalions – one more step in an ongoing, drastic decrease of ground 
force combat power.11 When viewed in conjunction with statements by 
senior officers expressing doubt as to the net worth of offensive ground 
operations, these reductions cast doubt on the seriousness of the military’s 
commitment to conducting them.12 Those who voiced an opinion in favor 
of the value of ground forces represent a minority.13

Furthermore, the IDF document emphasizes precision firepower – 
especially, but not exclusively, aerial – and even states that one of the 
major tactical goals of ground maneuvers is to locate targets for the IDF’s 
precision-fire assets to destroy.14

A general background is presented below, followed by a brief historical 
analysis of the relative roles of ground and air forces in Israel’s wars. 
The analysis tracks the IDF’s gradual shift towards more reliance on 
air power and less on ground power – a shift the authors of this study 
believe has gone too far. 

WAR ON LAND, SEA AND AIR 

Men have waged wars on land since the beginning of human existence. 
A few thousand years ago, as civilizations and technology became more 
advanced, a new dimension was added: war at sea. Ground forces kept 
their decisive role, however. Control of the sea, though at times immensely 
important, was viewed mainly as an enabler for control of land. 

With the invention of flight, war soared into the aerial dimension. 
Military theoreticians such as Giulio Douhet argued that air power was 
revolutionary and would render ground forces obsolete. The realities of 
the Second World War and most wars since then have proven otherwise. 
Air power proved a necessary but insufficient tool for winning wars, with 
ground forces remaining the decisive element. 



12  I Medium-Intensity Threats

New technologies added new domains for combat. Yet with minor 
exceptions, expectations that these new technologies would permit wars 
to be won without ground forces have been disappointed. Despite all 
the advances in other dimensions of warfare, ground forces are still 
crucial for winning wars. In fact, even in some of the cases in which 
they were not ultimately involved, it was the credible threat of their 
future involvement that made the difference. Maintaining that credibility 
requires maintaining effective and significant ground forces. 

During the 1990s, with the advent of the so-called Information Revolution 
and the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), the idea resurfaced that 
ground forces were destined to become obsolete. Long-range precision-
guided munitions, delivered from anywhere to everywhere, coupled with 
accurate intelligence and ‘information dominance’ led some analysts to 
argue that future wars would see little use for ground forces. 

Ostensibly, NATO won the Kosovo War (1999) with air power alone, 
but whether this was proof of the theory or a circumstantial anomaly 
is still debated by analysts. Despite solid data showing that the tactical 
and strategic achievements of the air forces were considerably less than 
initially claimed, this ‘stand-off war’ option is welcomed by western 
societies wishing to avoid messy interventions and casualties. The 
employment of drones and robots instead of people in ‘surgical’ actions, 
termed by analyst Edward Luttwak “post-heroic wars”, appeals greatly 
to politicians and the public alike.15 

The Information Revolution added a new, fourth dimension to warfare: 
cyberspace. Replacing bombs with computers, the attacker paralyzes vital 
computer-dependent military and civilian systems, throwing the enemy 
into disarray and eventually causing it to collapse without employing 
physical force. This revolutionary vision, like Douhet’s, has yet to be 
proven in practice, but most governments and military establishments 
take it very seriously.16

Not all analysts agree with these visions. Ground force proponents in the 
US argue that in COIN and stability operations, there is no substitute for 
large numbers of ground soldiers, or “boots on the ground”. However, the 
Western withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan signals a loss of appetite 
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for large-scale state-building interventions in the foreseeable future. The 
West is moving away from ‘people-centric counterinsurgency’ to ‘counter-
terrorism’, with the latter ostensibly requiring mostly superb intelligence, 
cyberwarfare, precision weapons and special operations forces. 

To face symmetric challenges like China, for example, the AirSea Battle 
concept, based on RMA capabilities, was put forward. This concept 
emphasizes massive sea- and air-launched stand-off fire striking the enemy 
from afar without the participation of extensive ground forces. 

Ideas similar to NATO’s in Kosovo have appeared in Israel too. Since the 
1980s, Israel has been a leader in developing what are often referred to as 
‘RMA technologies’.17 It has invested heavily in its air force, though this 
stems at least partially from the need to project force to distant countries 
(first Iraq, then Iran). During the 1990s and 2000s, as in the West, the 
confluence of a growing sensitivity to casualties and the development 
of the new technologies caused Israel to prefer aerial and ground-based 
stand-off fire operations whenever possible. (A major exception to this 
trend was the retaking of control of the Palestinian territories during the 
Second Intifada [2000–06].) 

The failures of the Second Lebanon War (2006) were largely attributed 
to the neglect of ground warfare. After that war, the IDF invested heavily 
in rebuilding its ground forces. However, in apparent contradiction 
to the lessons of that war, the IDF’s five-year force buildup program, 
announced in 2013, refocused its limited resources once again on cyber, 
intelligence, air force and special operations capabilities, again at the 
expense of conventional ground forces.

GROUND FORCES' ROLE IN ISRAEL'S NATIONAL SECURITY 
CONCEPT

The evolution of the balance between the roles of ground forces, the air 
force and stand-off fire in Israeli strategy follows a pattern similar to 
that described above: the focus was initially on ground force capabilities, 
with a gradual shift towards the air force and stand-off fire instead.
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Fighting between Israel and Arab states and non-state organizations 
has been constant ever since the end of Israel’s War of Independence 
in the spring of 1949, varying only in intensity and in the identity of the 
Arab participants at any given time. From the early 1950s, Israelis have 
divided the Arab threat into two categories:18

 the ‘Fundamental Threat’, in which the Arabs would launch a major 
offensive (high-intensity war) intent on physically annihilating 
Israel; and

 the ‘Routine Threat’, in which the Arabs conduct constant small-
scale raids (low-intensity conflict) in order to wear down the resolve 
of the Jewish population to remain in Israel.

Given the physical asymmetry between Israel and the hostile Arab 
nations, Israeli political and military leaders have always understood that 
they cannot achieve a single military victory so decisive as to compel the 
Arabs to give up on their goal of annihilating the Jewish state.19 Israelis 
can only hope that by repeatedly achieving partial victories, they will 
cause Arab resolve against Israel to gradually dissipate. Those partial 
victories would, meanwhile, bring temporary respites between rounds of 
high-intensity war (the fundamental threat) and reduce the intensity of 
constant low-intensity fighting (the routine threat) to an acceptable level. 

The physical asymmetry also means that Israel cannot maintain a standing 
army large enough to face all levels of threat. Therefore, the major portion 
of Israel’s military has to be a part-time force intended to be mobilized 
only when fighting intensifies to a level beyond the capability of the 
standing force. This, in turn, means that the army has to receive advance 
warning of the need to mobilize extra forces. Furthermore, in order not to 
cripple the national economy, operations involving such a mobilization 
must be brief enough to return mobilized soldiers to their civilian lives 
as soon as possible. 

The resulting security concept, developed to match the conflicting 
requirements, was summed up in three catch-terms: Deterrence – Early-
Warning – Decision.20
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Since 1949, Israel’s military actions have not been initiated by any desire 
to gain territory, even when this has been the actual result. Politically, all 
operations, small or large, have been regarded as raids of varying durations, 
in which territory acquired would be treated as a bargaining chip for 
negotiating a better security arrangement.21 The immediate military goal 
of each operation was, and still is, to temporarily reduce enemy military 
capabilities and create deterrence by impressing on that enemy, and on 
others watching from the sidelines, the cost of attacking Israel while gaining 
nothing substantive in return for that aggression.22

The same strategic concept was applied to both ‘fundamental threats’ 
and ‘routine threats’, albeit adapted to the different characteristics of 
each. ‘Fundamental threats’ were to be defeated in a massive, rapid, 
overwhelming offensive – preferably preemptive; whereas ‘routine 
threats’ were to be defeated by a series of punitive retaliatory actions – 
usually small, though occasionally larger if the routine threat escalated 
to an intensity that caused major disruption of civilian life in Israel or 
excessive cumulative Israeli military casualties.

From its outset, the Israeli military has favored the standing air force over 
its other arms for several reasons: 

 Per man, the air force can produce more firepower than ground 
forces can.

 There was an extreme fear in Israel of air attacks on civilians, fueled by 
images of the Second World War.23 It was feared that enemy air forces 
would bypass Israeli ground forces to strike the civilian population.

 If early warning failed, the air force can respond faster than ground forces.

 It is easier to maintain combat readiness of reserves in the air force 
than in the ground forces.

Despite this, the ground forces were originally deemed the main force for 
defeating the ‘fundamental threat’. The air force was there to buy time 
to mobilize ground force reserves, protect the civilian rear from enemy 
air attacks, and assist ground forces in their battles. The air force was not 
believed to be able to defeat an Arab army or state on its own.
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In the 1956 war against Egypt, the Israeli Air Force focused on providing 
air cover and air support for ground forces. In both 1956 and 1967, 
artillery support provided to Israeli ground troops was limited. Instead, 
ground forces relied on the air force to support them when necessary.

After the air force’s achievements in 1967 and in the 1967–70 War of 
Attrition (see below), Israeli military planners fully expected it to be the 
decisive arm in the next high-intensity war. The expectation was that a 
small standing ground force coupled with air force superiority would be 
able to decisively stop any full-scale Arab offensive on its own. However, 
in October 1973, this concept collapsed. Only the supreme sacrifices of 
the standing ground forces and the rapid arrival of small contingents of 
reserves finally halted the Arab advance.

Consequently, following the war, Israeli artillery was dramatically 
enlarged by 100% and upgraded.24 In the 1982 operation ‘Peace for 
Galilee’, the fire support enjoyed by the Israeli ground force from both 
the air force and the artillery arm was considerably more powerful and 
quick to respond than it had been in 1973.25 The air force, having solved 
the anti-air defense problem it faced in 1973, destroyed the Syrian air 
defense systems in Lebanon 1982 and conducted numerous interdiction 
and close-support strikes.

Since 1973, no Arab state has attempted to provoke a major war 
with Israel. In 1982, the Syrians, reluctantly drawn into the fighting 
in Lebanon, refrained from opening a second front on the Golan 
Heights. Ostensibly, the goal of achieving long-term deterrence of the 
fundamental threat had been achieved.

GROUND FORCES AND THE AIR FORCE IN ISRAEL'S 
ROUTINE SECURITY STRATEGY

The ink of the 1949 Armistice Agreements had barely dried before attacks 
on Israel began again, albeit at a very low intensity. The initial Israeli 
response was defensive, in the form of ambushes and border patrols. It 
was quickly concluded that only an offensive, punitive response would 
reduce the number of Arab attacks.26
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Initially, the air force was seen as an easier and less dangerous tool 
with which to conduct punitive retaliatory attacks. The first retaliatory 
raid against Syria, on 5 April 1951, was conducted with eight fighter 
aircraft attacking Syrian army positions on the southern Golan. However, 
international criticism of air action was more vehement than to ground 
raids (in direct opposition to reactions today). To appease the international 
community, the Israeli government banned the use of aircraft in these 
actions for a number of years and used ground forces instead.27 

It was not until Egypt escalated its attacks in 1969, during the War of 
Attrition, that air power began to be considered the main offensive tool 
in Israel’s arsenal. For political reasons, Israel could not respond to 
the Egyptian artillery and commando-raid offensive with a large-scale 
ground offensive aimed at destroying Egyptian forces across the Suez 
Canal. Nor could it sustain a tit-for-tat response based on its own artillery 
and commandos. Therefore, the Israeli Air Force joined the artillery duel 
by attacking Egyptian forces at the front.

In January 1970, the Israelis made their first attempt to use their air force 
as a strategic weapon by conducting a series of air strikes on military 
and military-industrial targets near Cairo. The goal, not achieved, was to 
embarrass the Egyptian regime into accepting a cease-fire because of its 
failure to prevent Israeli strikes near its capital. On the Jordanian, Syrian 
and Lebanese fronts of the War of Attrition, the roles of ground and air 
forces were more balanced. 

From 1971, after Jordan violently evicted the Palestinian fighting 
organizations, the geographic focus of fighting moved to Lebanon. 
The Israeli Air Force participated in the fighting, but the major burden 
remained on the ground forces, who conducted continuous operations 
along the Israeli side of the border and inside Lebanon. In 1978, after 
a particularly deadly amphibious raid, Israel responded with a massive 
eight-day ground raid into southern Lebanon. Palestinian forces were 
driven out of the area of Lebanon south of the Litani River. 

The Palestinians responded by increasing the proportion of stand-
off attacks, firing rockets and cannon shells from the area north of the 
Litani River into northern Israel. During a ten-day duel in the summer of 
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1981, Palestinian artillery fired some 1,230 rockets and cannon shells at 
Israeli towns and villages. The Israeli Air Force and artillery attempted, 
but failed, to destroy the launchers and cannons while simultaneously 
conducting air raids on Palestinian military infrastructure to create 
deterrence and transportation bottlenecks to hinder Palestinian logistics. 

The IDF deduced from this ten-day exchange of fire that its air force and 
artillery could not prevent Palestinian artillery fire on Israeli civilians. A 
similar future escalation was going to require the use of ground maneuver 
forces.28 Consequently, in the summer of 1982, following a three-day 
escalation of artillery fire from Lebanon, Israel launched Operation 
‘Peace for Galilee’. Israeli ground forces defeated the Palestinian military 
forces, leading to their almost complete eviction from Lebanon and the 
eventual creation of a buffer zone in southern Lebanon.

In the 1990s, the buffer zone and northern Israel came under increased 
attack from a new enemy: Iranian-backed Hezbollah. As the fighting 
gradually escalated, Israeli ground troops were used primarily in 
defensive operations, with the air force used as the principal offensive 
tool. Offensive operations were low intensity, perhaps a dozen to two 
dozen air strikes each month north of the buffer zone – each dropping 
only one or two bombs on a specific military target. 

For one week in 1993 (Operation ‘Accountability’) and two weeks in 
1996 (Operation ‘Grapes of Wrath’), Israeli air strikes escalated into 
major operations involving hundreds of air strikes each while the ground 
forces remained on the defensive. In 2000, Israel changed its strategy. 
It withdrew its ground force from the buffer zone, promising to respond 
massively to any attack on Israeli territory. However, it was not until 
2006, after approximately 200 Hezbollah attacks, that Israel finally made 
good on its promise in what became known as the Second Lebanon War. 

Responding to a particularly successful Hezbollah raid, the war began 
as a large-scale aerial retaliatory offensive, similar to those of 1993 and 
1996, but larger in scope. This offensive destroyed significant portions of 
Hezbollah’s medium-range rocket arsenal and infrastructure, but failed to 
halt Hezbollah fire into northern Israel. The insufficient results gradually 
compelled Israel to involve ground troops.
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Meanwhile, air power was absent in fighting the Palestinians in Gaza 
and in Judea and Samaria (the West Bank). It was first used during the 
September 1996 escalation, when only attack helicopters were used and 
in a very restricted way. From autumn 2000, as the fighting grew worse, 
the air force was gradually drawn in, first with small warhead precision 
weapons and eventually with larger weapons. 

The air force was utilized very differently in Gaza than it was in Judea 
and Samaria, where ground troops continue to be the main offensive 
tool. Ground forces were used to conduct numerous small-scale overt 
and covert raids of varying duration and size into Palestinian-controlled 
areas to arrest or kill terrorists and destroy terrorist infrastructure, such 
as bomb-manufacturing workshops. Air strikes in Judea and Samaria, 
even when employed to support large ground operations (as in the case 
of Operation ‘Defensive Shield’), were infrequent, always extremely 
limited in scope, and employ only small warheads.

The Israeli air force was initially used in a similar manner in Gaza, with 
the addition of the targeting of specific terrorist leaders. But in a 2004 
operation, the air force participated for the first time as a major element, 
working in close coordination with ground troops who conducted 
counter-terrorism raids into the Palestinian Authority-controlled ‘A 
areas’. These ground force incursions drew Palestinian militants towards 
them, exposing them to aerial attack. After the Israeli withdrawal from 
the Gaza Strip in summer 2005, Israeli ground troops were relegated to 
a defensive role along the border, and the offensive aspect of defending 
the border was relegated to the air force.

Operation ‘Cast Lead’ (December 2008 – January 2009) was the first 
large-scale operation in which the air force conducted a major offensive 
in Gaza. A week-long series of intensive air strikes was followed by a 
ground offensive that captured and cleared rocket launchers and storage 
sites from outlying areas around the Gaza metropolis, but did not enter 
the city itself. The ground forces were then withdrawn. 

When the rate of attacks from Gaza escalated again, the Israelis initiated 
the purely aerial Operation ‘Defensive Pillar’ (November 2012). During 
all previous operations in Gaza, as in Lebanon, air strikes had not stopped 
incoming rocket fire from Gaza. But the short and successful 2012 operation 
led some in the defense community to view it as a model for the future. 
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When the attacks escalated yet again nearly two years later, the Israelis 
initiated Operation ‘Protective Edge’ (July – August 2014). Israel 
initially repeated the ‘Defensive Pillar’ air-only strategy, but was 
compelled to employ ground forces to temporarily enter Gaza to destroy 
a system of tunnels, impervious to air strikes, dug from Gaza into Israel 
under Israeli border defenses.

To conclude, Israeli leaders have sought since the early 1950s to use 
the air force as their main military tool because it was considered more 
efficient while exposing fewer Israeli troops to hostile fire. However, 
this aspiration was always tempered by a number of political, technical 
and strategic considerations:

 Politically, at least in the first two decades, use of the air force was 
thought to signal escalation more than use of ground forces and 
therefore elicited international criticism. Gradually, the atmosphere 
changed, and air strikes have become more acceptable than ground 
operations – as long as they do not cause significant collateral damage.

 Technically, there are many limitations to the air force’s ability. 
In the past, the low level of accuracy reduced the probability of 
destroying intended targets while simultaneously increasing the 
likelihood of collateral damage. The improved precision, strength 
and variety of modern aerial munitions have expanded the boundaries 
of what can be achieved, but certain types of targets were and still 
are impervious to aerial attack.

 Strategically, the effect of air strikes can be reduced by a prepared 
enemy. Once air strikes are seen as Israel’s typical response, 
their strategic effect is reduced. This can be partially overcome 
by increasing the quantity and size of bombs dropped and targets 
attacked – but that brings the air force into renewed collision with the 
political limitations mentioned above.

Gradually, as new political and social environments evolved and new 
technological capabilities were developed, the Israeli Air Force received 
more and more missions. This trend was reinforced by misguided lessons 
many Israeli officers took from the wars in Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Their misunderstanding of the true relative effects of aerial and ground 
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power in those wars, and the applicability of those actions to Israel’s 
situation, led in some cases to failure to achieve intended strategic results. 
This failure diminished the extent and durability of political achievements 
as well, proving that more efficient is not necessarily more effective.29

 THE NEED FOR GROUND FORCES VIS-À-VIS CONTEMPORARY 
THREATS

To assess the current and near future requirements for ground forces in 
the IDF requires first assessing the probable character of future threats 
against Israel. A determination of effective ways to counter those threats 
reveals the role of ground forces in defeating them. The following will 
not address the entire range of threats, but only those relevant to IDF 
ground forces; i.e., those emanating directly from states bordering 
Israel. Thus, the threat of, for example, long-range missile attacks from 
Iran is not directly relevant to our discussion, though it is competing for 
budgets and manpower.

High-Intensity Threats: Reduced but Not Eliminated

One of the assertions made publicly again and again by many senior 
IDF commanders, and expressed in the recently published IDF strategy 
document,30 is that for the foreseeable future, there is no threat of a major 
ground invasion of Israel by a state-sized army. They conclude, therefore, 
that the composition of forces required by the IDF requires a radical change: 

 First, ground forces can be drastically diminished in size since the 
remaining threats do not require such a large force. This conclusion 
has been implemented over the past few years by disbanding and 
discharging numerous ground force reserve units and shortening the 
duration of conscript service.31

 Second, the internal composition of the ground force can be changed. 
What is now required, according to this premise, are mostly light 
infantry units supported by precision-fire weapons.32 This conclusion 
has been made manifest by focusing the aforementioned reduction of 
forces on armored and artillery units.
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 Third, infantry units must be trained more in commando-style and 
counter-guerrilla operations than in large-unit actions and maneuvers.33

These assertions are mistaken. It is true that no Arab state or coalition 
has attempted to conduct a massive invasion of Israel since 1973, but it is 
important to understand why. 

The first cause is the deterrent effect of the repeated military defeats 
inflicted on the Arabs in high-intensity wars, beginning with the defeat of 
the Arab invasion of the just-established Israel in 1948 and culminating 
in the Yom Kippur War 1973. Despite having started that last war in the 
best conceivable strategic situation, the Arab armies’ achievements were 
minimal, and within a few days the IDF had reversed the situation. 

Israel’s superiority in regular warfare created deterrence. Adding to it was 
the Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty, which removed the most powerful Arab 
state from the enemy line-up. The current inter-Arab wars have diverted 
hostile attention from Israel and decimated the Syrian army, and the post-
Saddam, American-built Iraqi army is weak and barely competent.

Theoretically, at least, there is indeed no current high-intensity threat 
against Israel. Whenever the inter-Arab wars end, it will take years for 
Syria and Iraq to rebuild military forces capable of conducting a war of 
annihilation against Israel. However, this analysis rests on a number of 
assumptions, which, though valid today, might quickly change. 

The peace treaty with Egypt, for instance, was maintained because it 
was deemed a major interest of the military oligarchy that ruled and is 
now again ruling Egypt. However, the Muslim Brotherhood that ruled 
Egypt from the summer of 2012 until its ousting a year later viewed 
the peace treaty negatively (though it prioritized dealing with other 
issues first).34 Had the Brotherhood not been deposed by the current 
regime, it is probable that Israeli-Egyptian relations would have soured 
and possibly reached a state of threat once again. The stability of the 
current Egyptian regime is not clear, and the Muslim Brotherhood is 
still a potent political threat to its existence.35

The flip-flop in Egypt displays how difficult it is to predict the precise 
array of Israel’s enemies beyond the very near future. How stable is the 
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current Egyptian regime? How stable is the Jordanian regime? If either 
regime collapses, will these states become like Syria? Or will they maintain 
their current military capability and only change their policy, as in the 
brief Muslim Brotherhood interlude in Egypt? If Egypt loses control of 
its border with Israel in Sinai, will it accept Israeli operations there against 
aggressive jihadi groups or resist them as a matter of principle? 

Furthermore, as proven in the 1973 war, a high-intensity war can also 
be initiated to achieve limited political objectives. So the question is 
not only whether there exists an existential high-intensity threat, but 
whether a limited high-intensity threat could arise in the foreseeable 
future. The strategy would be different, but the tactics and force 
composition would be similar.  

The Rise of the Medium-Intensity Threat

The rise of the medium-intensity threat is a result of the increasing 
strength and capabilities of hostile non-state organizations with control 
over territory and population. Sponsored by states, these entities are 
capable of inflicting greater damage than traditional terror or guerrilla 
movements. Much like states, they are characterized by well-developed 
organization and doctrine, the use of various weapons and tactics, and a 
division between the political and civilian arms. 

Non-state organizations are strong enough to inflict considerable damage, 
though not as much as a full-strength state army – and as non-states, they 
are not bound by the laws of war by which western states abide. Because 
they are neither states nor irregular forces, they qualify for a category of 
their own: a medium-intensity threat that resides in the grey area between 
a low-intensity routine threat and a high-intensity fundamental threat. 
Creating suitable strategic and tactical responses to this threat requires 
that it be defined and dissected. 

Countering the medium-intensity threat requires capabilities similar to 
those used against the fundamental threat. The tactical mistakes against 
Hezbollah in 2006 can be largely attributed to the IDF’s failure to recognize 
this requirement. The IDF tried to conduct the war with tactics designed 
to fight an enemy conducting irregular warfare, rather than an enemy 
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conducting regular warfare (albeit of lesser strength, and mixed with 
irregular warfare measures).36 As an IDF battalion commander explained 
to one of the authors after the 2006 Lebanon War, “I went in as if to arrest 
a terrorist and collided with a regular army. It took me a couple of days to 
understand the situation and adapt my actions accordingly.”

The most immediate threats to Israel are the two Palestinian ‘mini-states’ of 
Gaza, ruled by Hamas; and Judea and Samaria, ruled by Fatah. Following 
them are Hezbollah in Lebanon and whoever controls the Syrian Golan 
Heights (the Syrian Golan is currently divided between the Assad regime, 
with its Hezbollah allies, and rebel forces, led by the Al-Qaeda affiliate 
Jabhat al-Nusra). Iran and Hezbollah have been ‘testing the water’ against 
Israel on the Golan since 2013, if at a very low intensity. 

At present, the Islamic State is capable of conducting only terrorist or 
guerrilla attacks on Israel, but that could change. With the exception of 
the Palestinians, the other threats are focused right now on fighting each 
other – but there is no way of knowing how long that will last. They all 
consider Israel an enemy, if one to be dealt with after defeating their 
immediate rivals. In the past, inter-Arab rivalry reduced the effectiveness 
of, but did not prevent, Arab coalitions against Israel.

Given that the most probable scenario in the foreseeable future is a series 
of confrontations with Palestinians, Hezbollah (with or without Syrian 
and Iranian army support), Jabhat al-Nusra or the Islamic State, we 
must assess their military capabilities. All are essentially infantry armies 
equipped with light and medium weapons and with varying sizes of 
artillery forces. Each of these military forces, barring the smaller Jabhat 
al-Nusra, employs tens of thousands of fighters,37 and Hamas and the 
Islamic State are both working to increase their potential.38

Though they are not yet organized in this manner, these numbers are 
equivalent to each organization having three or four light infantry 
divisions (though without much of the service and support personnel 
associated with American or European light infantry divisions). This 
combines to a total potential enemy force equivalent of seven or eight 
infantry divisions currently adjacent to Israel’s borders. 
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Given Hezbollah’s assistance to the Syrian regime, even if Assad does 
not employ the official Syrian army directly against Israel, he would be 
hard put to refuse them reinforcements from the Alawite militia, The 
National Defense Forces. This militia, which is currently assessed at 
70,000 to 80,000 men,39 could provide a significant manpower boost to 
Hezbollah’s forces. 

Though some of these potential enemies are rivals who are unlikely to 
coordinate their attacks on Israel, this does not preclude a simultaneous 
war with them.40 So, depending on how the Syrian civil war ends, the 
combined potential enemy force threatening Israel could grow by 50% 
or more. Given the size, composition and competence of the Jordanian 
army (equivalent to four divisions) and the Egyptian army (ten ‘heavy’ 
divisions), an Islamist takeover in either state would increase the strength 
of the threat by orders of magnitude, limited only partially by these 
armies’ dependency on the US for resupply. (Pre-revolutionary Iran was 
also completely dependent on the US and other Western states for its 
military equipment. Yet after the revolution cut it off from its western 
suppliers, it still managed to conduct an eight-year war with Iraq.)

Furthermore, IDF ground forces must be capable not only of defeating 
ground attacks into Israel, but of successfully conducting ground offensives 
into neighboring states. Since the mid-1970s, Israel has initiated a number 
of medium-intensity ground force offensives against the Palestinians 
and Hezbollah to defeat medium- and low-intensity threats that had 
intensified to an unacceptable level. Some of these offensives began at a 
lower intensity and escalated, despite Israel’s preference to remain at that 
level. The IDF did not have to simultaneously employ more than three or 
four divisions in any of these medium-inten sity offensives, but that was 
because in each case, the fighting was limited to a single front.41

For the 2002 ‘Defensive Shield’ offensive in Judea and Samaria against 
a much weaker foe, the IDF employed two divisions with numerous 
reserve units. If, simultaneously with this operation, there had been an 
escalation of fighting in Gaza or Lebanon, the IDF would have had to 
mobilize a number of reserve divisions to those other fronts too. The 
experience of Operations ‘Peace for Galilee’, ‘Defensive Shield’, 
‘Second Lebanon War’, ‘Cast Lead’ and ‘Protective Edge’ shows that to 
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conduct simultaneous ground offensive operations on any combination 
of fronts, the IDF would need a ground force at least equal in size to the 
combined enemy forces, and preferably larger. 

In other words, simultaneously defending all of Israel’s borders while 
conducting a major offensive at least on one front, and possibly on two, 
would require at least ten divisions’ worth of front-line ground forces 
and a quantity of rear-area security forces. A force size smaller than 
this would not achieve the “critical mass” the IDF claims it needs in its 
official strategy document.42

The composition of these ground forces (the proportions of ‘heavy’, 
‘light’ and artillery units) would depend on the strategy and tactics of the 
enemy, which are discussed below.

Strategy and Tactics of the Medium-Intensity Threat

The challenges the Israeli military might face over the next few years 
can be surmised by examining the experience of earlier wars and 
evaluating developments in the capabilities of possible future enemies. 
The Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra have not yet fought Israel, but 
their goals and capabilities are variations on those of Hezbollah and 
Hamas. While acknowledging the differences (as evinced in Syria and 
Iraq), it is still possible to assess how those actors might adapt their 
strategy and tactics to fight Israel.

Though the ultimate political goal of Israel’s enemies – annihilation 
of the Jewish state – has not changed, they realized long ago that they 
cannot achieve this in one fell swoop. The political goals of the major 
confrontations over the past few decades have therefore been more 
modest: to gain some immediate advantage that in the long run will be a 
step towards the ultimate objective. 

Unable to decisively defeat the Israeli military, their strategy in each 
confrontation has been to gradually exhaust Israel’s civilian population 
by terrorizing it and depressing its morale. The tactical tools used to 
implement this strategy have been direct attacks on Israeli civilians 
by individual assailants or small groups and long-range artillery 
bombardments of Israeli population centers. To these were added 
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sniping, bombarding, ambushing, and small-unit, commando-style raids 
on Israeli forces. These last were used  to inflict military casualties and 
thus attack the civilian population’s morale indirectly. 

A major change in the policy and strategy of the Palestinians and 
Hezbollah is unlikely for the foreseeable future. This assessment is 
based on several factors: 1) their current rhetoric and force build-up; 2) 
the limitations enforced by demographic and budgetary constraints on 
the size and composition of their forces; and 3) the groups’ continued 
emphasis on long-range artillery rockets,43 commando units, light 
infantry, and advanced anti-tank, anti-aircraft and anti-ship weapons. 

The Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra, lacking a dependable source for 
more advanced weaponry and currently fighting an enemy very different 
from Israel, are lagging behind in all these fields except light infantry. 
Conversely, though Hezbollah and Hamas have used suicide bombers, 
they have never used them as frequently or effectively as have the Islamic 
State and Jabhat al-Nusra.

Whereas the strategy of these groups is more or less unchanging, there 
have been developments in the tactical field. 

The familiar tactics are still being employed, but more emphasis is being 
placed on commando-style cross-border raids. One of the lessons learned 
by Hamas from the 2014 Gaza war is the tactical and strategic effect 
of such raids.44 Using tunnels or diving gear to bypass Israeli detection 
systems, they were able to inflict casualties on Israeli forces inside Israel 
(a sixth of IDF fatalities during the 2014 war were in infantry engagements 
on the Israeli side of the Gaza border). A number of Hamas commando 
troops have undergone parachute-glider training as well.45

The novelty is not in the methods, which have all been used in the past. 
It is in the emphasis on planned efforts to conduct several such raids 
in concert, simultaneously or sequentially, rather than conducting small, 
isolated actions. 

Furthermore, though the raids from Gaza in 2014 were fairly shallow (i.e., 
close to the border), Hamas is apparently contemplating deeper raids, with 
attack objectives further inside Israel.46 Hezbollah leaders have mentioned 



28  I Medium-Intensity Threats

“liberating” the Galilee47 – an operation currently beyond their military 
capability, but which could presage attempts to raid objectives deeper than 
merely along the border. The concept of deep, large-force raids is a staple 
of Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra tactics.

These raids could be conducted by forces ranging in size from a squad (as 
was seen during the summer 2014 war with Gaza) to a battalion (as seen in 
operations by the Islamic State, and which is certainly within Hezbollah’s 
capability).48 Hamas is lagging behind in the size of its trained raiding 
forces, but could develop this capability if it so chooses.

A different force size would indicate a different mission: the bigger the 
force, the bigger the objective, and the more persistent the force will 
be in achieving that objective. In fact, there is a point at which, though 
conceived as a raid, such an operation might become an attempt to 
capture and hold territory. This leads us to the most dramatic change in 
the tactical competence of these military organizations. 

Over the past few years, Hezbollah, Jabhat al-Nusra and the Islamic State 
have acquired a great deal of experience employing thousands of fighters 
organized in ad hoc or almost regular combat teams to capture or hold 
territory, especially built-up areas. Islamic State forces have also conducted 
wide-ranging offensive operations, requiring the coordination of actions 
dozens to hundreds of kilometers apart towards a common operational 
goal. At the battle for Kobane (autumn 2014) the Islamic State employed 
the numerical equivalent of an infantry division – some 9,000 infantry and 
30 to 50 tanks, supported by artillery and surveillance drones.49

They still have much to learn. Written and video reports on the fighting 
in Syria and Iraq (2012-16) show that, even when larger forces were 
fighting around a single objective, the biggest forces seen to be operating 
together tactically, rather than just side by side, have been equivalent 
to battalions. Platoon- and company-sized actions were much more 
common. Also observed were combined-arms teams at the platoon and 
company level, using mortars, tanks, anti-tank missiles and light artillery 
to support mostly infantry forces. 

Hezbollah is probably more advanced than the others because of Iranian 
mentoring and training,50 experience working closely with Syrian army 
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formations at the brigade and division level, and participation with them 
in combined-arms battles. Thus, at the battle of al-Qusayr (spring 2013), 
Hezbollah employed 1,700 men with a combined-arms force of 5,000 
to 6,000 men from the Syrian army’s 1st Armored Division, with some 
reports even claiming that command of the entire battle was relegated 
to the Hezbollah commander at the scene.51 Hamas has only defensive 
experience. As of summer 2014, it did not show much capability in 
coordinating units larger than platoons.

The indication is that there could very well be attempts to conduct larger 
operations to capture, at least temporarily, not just some military post, 
but Israeli villages or towns adjacent to the border, or some important 
civilian or military installation further in for the purpose of conducting 
massacres and/or taking hostages.52 Given the overall disparity in 
military strength, such attacks would likely be conducted more for the 
sake of their psychological value than to capture and retain territory. But 
the taking of an Israeli village or part of a town – even if temporary, and 
even if the population had been evacuated ahead of time – would have a 
dramatic psychological effect on Israel.53

Though all the organizations fighting in Syria have employed heavy 
weapons like tanks, infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel 
carriers, the numbers have been relatively small: usually a handful at a 
time, and on occasion a few dozen. Attacking forces will include mostly 
infantry supported by medium weapons (especially mortars and guided 
anti-tank missiles). If the forces are Jabhat al-Nusra or Islamic State, they 
might also contain human and vehicle suicide-bombs.54 

Summary of the Threat

To summarize, the strategy of current and near future military threats to 
Israel is to achieve psychological exhaustion of the Israeli population by 
employing two complementary methods: 

 Artillery bombardment – ranging from a few rockets per month on 
military and civilian targets near the border to a medium-intensity 
offensive (a few hundred rockets per day over an extended period) 
covering most of Israel’s population centers and vital national 
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infrastructure. The number of rockets in Hezbollah’s arsenal enables 
it to outlast Israel’s limited anti-rocket defenses.55 

 Ground raids – ranging from small, sporadic, harassing attacks of 
military and civilian targets to concerted efforts to capture one or 
more villages or towns adjacent to the borders and/or military posts 
and camps protecting them. There might also be attempts to infiltrate 
raiders deeper into Israel.56

In the near future, the size of the enemy forces on any single front 
is unlikely to be bigger than the equivalent of three or four poorly 
coordinated infantry division-equivalents. However, the potential for 
a simultaneous confrontation on more than one front – doubling to 
trebling the size of the enemy forces involved – cannot be ignored. 
Further in the future, especially after the current civil wars around it 
have abated, Israel will have to take into account increasingly large 
enemy ground force capabilities. 

Again, it is unlikely that the Arab entities, whatever they eventually 
become, will be able to create a capability that can conquer Israel 
completely (assuming Israel has not over-dismantled the IDF). But 
in view of the willingness of the combatant groups in Syria to suffer 
casualties and damage, they will very likely be capable of conducting 
medium-scale ground offensives in Israel’s border regions with smaller 
raids aimed at its interior. 

Given the current size of the hostile combat forces, this mode of operation 
does not pose an immediate existential threat of conquest to the state 
of Israel. However, it will threaten and disrupt the lives of its civilians 
(in 2006, hundreds of thousands of northern Israelis temporarily became 
refugees in central Israel, and a smaller number of southern Israelis 
became refugees in 2014). It will also greatly threaten the lives of IDF 
troops deployed to defend Israeli territory.

COUNTERING THE THREATS: EXPLORING SCENARIOS THAT 
REQUIRE GROUND FORCES

Given the characteristics of the most probable threats outlined in the last 
section, we must now assess Israel’s possible strategic, operational and 
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tactical responses and the role of ground forces in those responses. The 
similarity of the political goals, capabilities and modus operandi of the 
most likely current enemies allows us to study generic scenarios rather 
than conduct separate discussions for separate enemies. 

The Palestinian Authority and organizations in Judea and Samaria are an 
exception, in that their military capabilities are markedly inferior to the 
other threats. Any IDF capability developed against the others would, 
therefore, certainly suffice against them. In fact, for political reasons, and 
in view of the IDF’s superior intelligence in this area, the IDF would be 
required to employ a reduced capability if facing a renewed escalation 
of fighting in Judea and Samaria. Furthermore, as the Palestinians’ 
capabilities in this geographical area have not evolved since Operation 
‘Defensive Shield’, the IDF does not need to develop new capabilities to 
defeat them. The main effect of such an escalation would be to draw IDF 
manpower from other fronts. 

First, it must be noted that even as hostile non-state organizations 
demonstrate increasing strength and capabilities, they exhibit reduced 
strategic aspirations. This creates a middle ground between the low-
intensity routine threat and the high-intensity fundamental threat: a 
medium-intensity threat against which the IDF must employ capabilities 
similar to those it would use against a fundamental threat. 

As noted above, the tactical failures against Hezbollah in 2006 can 
be attributed at least in part to the IDF’s failure to recognize this 
requirement. It attempted, misguidedly, to conduct the war using tactics 
designed to fight an enemy conducting irregular warfare rather than an 
enemy conducting regular warfare, albeit of lesser strength and mixed 
with irregular warfare measures. 

Likewise, some of the mistaken operational decisions in the 1973 war 
against Egypt and Syria can be attributed to the IDF’s failure to recognize 
that though the enemy was using high-intensity regular warfare tactics, 
his strategic aim was limited. The enemy’s objective was considerably 
less grave than a fundamental threat to Israel’s existence, so the IDF 
could perhaps have eased off a bit and responded with less haste.57
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Countering the Ground Threat

Given the offensive tactics and weapons observed to be in use by 
Hezbollah, Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra (and partially by Hamas), 
defending against the ground threat requires the IDF to possess both 
defensive and offensive regular ground warfare capabilities. Using air 
power to hold ground has repeatedly proven ineffective. It can provide 
immense support to ground troops conducting this mission, and can 
inhibit large concentrations of enemy forces from moving freely. But, as 
was proven during the Second World War and repeatedly since (including 
during failed attempts by the anti-Islamic State coalition in Iraq and 
Syria over the past year), it cannot completely prevent the enemy from 
gradually accumulating his forces and attacking.58

Therefore, when on the defensive, the IDF needs to be able to physically 
cover entire borders with contiguous observation and very rapidly 
responsive fire capabilities. Given the observed enemy tactics of 
rapid massive infiltration, villages and towns near the border must be 
surrounded by permanent defensive forces. These forces must be well-
protected from light artillery and advanced anti-tank missiles, as well as 
from multiple attacks by large, vehicle-mounted bombs. 

The defending forces must be deployed for 360-degree defense and 
be capable of withstanding attacks by dozens to hundreds of attackers 
while waiting for reinforcements. Quick reaction forces must be close 
enough to rapidly reinforce any area under attack, especially villages or 
towns adjacent to the border. The reaction forces must be capable of 
negotiating difficult terrain under light artillery and heavy anti-tank fire 
while crossing small fields of IEDs and mines. 

Conducting such a defense with light infantry forces would be casualty-
intensive for the Israelis. The casualty ratio would only be improved in 
the IDF’s favor by prodigious use of long-range fire and well-protected 
armored vehicles.59 Precision-guided munitions (PGMs) can be used 
effectively only against an enemy that consists of a few small targets, 
whereas area-coverage weapons would be effective against a mass 
modern-style infantry attack. 
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In other words, contrary to the trend stated by many senior IDF officers, 
what would be needed are not more PGMs, cyber capabilities and special 
forces, but rather simple artillery, tanks, heavily armored personnel 
carriers, and denser infantry strongpoints to make infiltration between 
them more difficult. 

It is true that against these enemies, one does not need the Merkava 4. 
But tank-mounted firepower, protection and mobility do offer a major 
advantage. One can make do with older, cheaper tanks upgraded with 
the latest anti-anti-tank missile protection (such as the Trophy system) 
and effective anti-personnel shells. Throughout the past 100 years, 
simple field artillery and mortars have proven to be the most effective 
anti-infantry weapons.

Countering the Artillery Threat

Since 1969, Israel’s preferred response to artillery bombardments has 
been to use its air force for two purposes simultaneously: first, to suppress 
the bombardment directly by attacking the artillery forces; and second, to 
dissuade the relevant Arab authority from continuing the bombardment 
by attacking targets (personnel and infrastructure) deemed too important 
for that authority to afford losing them.

A comparison of the intensity of Arab artillery fire into Israel with the 
intensity of Israeli aerial suppression strikes (targeting weapons, logistics 
and operating personnel), from the 1969-70 artillery bombardments of 
the War of Attrition until the summer 2014 Gaza War, shows that the 
overall intensity of Arab artillery fire was rarely affected, if at all, by 
the IDF’s suppression air strikes. The IDF’s gradual improvement of 
strike capability over the years was more or less matched by the Arabs’ 
improvement of survivability and redundancy. 

This does not mean that suppression air strikes are irrelevant. They do 
have a limited cumulative effect insofar as they gradually degrade the 
enemy’s artillery force, especially personnel, and so might ultimately 
induce enemy leadership to cease fire. But achieving this necessarily 
entails a protracted period of time during which Israelis will continue 
to suffer bombardment.
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In the end, it was not Israeli suppression attacks that were the decisive 
factor in the numerous stand-off fire campaigns conducted between Israel 
and its enemies. It was, rather, casualties among senior and medium-level 
individuals in the Arab hierarchy, damage to infrastructure important for 
the relevant Arab authority, and the accumulation of casualties among 
their combatants that usually created the conditions for achieving a cease-
fire under favorable terms for Israel. However, this method too required 
extensive time, depending on the determination of the Arab leaders in 
charge and the availability of relevant targets. 

Even in relative terms, Israeli air campaigns have never inflicted more 
than a fraction of the casualties and damage created by similar campaigns 
conducted by the US and Britain against Germany and by the US against 
Japan and North Vietnam. It is therefore not surprising that the Arab 
states and non-state organizations proved as politically undeterred by 
Israeli air campaigns as did Germany, Japan and North Vietnam to 
British and American air campaigns. 

That is not to say that there have been no occasions when air power 
was sufficient on its own (for example, Operation ‘Defensive Pillar’). 
But those occasions were characterized by the immediate political goal 
having been less important to the relevant Arab leadership, and in most 
cases, Israel provided them minor face-saving concessions.

Ground operations are superior to stand-off operations in diminishing enemy 
artillery fire and convincing the enemy to cease fire because they capture 
launch sites and storage sites and inflict heavier casualties on the enemy 
much more quickly. But they have disadvantages. The following are the 
main reasons why the IDF has refrained from such operations in the past: 

 Increased casualties – There is a perception among the Israeli 
leadership that Israeli society is casualty-sensitive. A recent study 
showed, however, that the level of sensitivity is contingent on 
various factors, and the public can in fact be casualty-tolerant under 
certain circumstances.60

 Range – Many artillery weapons have ranges of dozens of kilometers 
and some up to hundreds of kilometers, and are therefore beyond the 
range of any likely ground operation.
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 International opinion – The usual international diplomatic backlash 
whenever Israel defends itself aggressively.

 The difficulty of devising an exit strategy – There are situations in 
which the exit strategy is to merely withdraw IDF forces and let the 
fighting fizzle out, but other situations require some sort of political 
arrangement, with or without international involvement.

These disadvantages create a vicious circle. IDF senior commanders 
know the political leadership hesitates to use ground forces, so they 
economize on investing in those forces and instead focus investment on 
other capabilities relevant to stand-off fire. This in turn further reduces 
the willingness to employ reduced-capability ground forces.

Despite the disadvantages, the Israeli government might be compelled to 
order a ground force operation to push a threat back from Israel’s border, 
as was the case in Lebanon (1982, 2006) and Gaza (2008, 2014). This 
could be because of 1) an expected failure to suppress enemy artillery 
fire, 2) an expected extended duration of a war confined to stand-off 
fire by the Israeli air force, 3) a limited number of expensive anti-rocket 
missiles relative to the number of rockets in enemy arsenals, or 4) a lack 
of a suitable stand-off response to some of the threat tactics (such as the 
Gazan offensive tunnels). 

Conducting a Ground Offensive

Though it is less preferable from a military standpoint, Israel can, for political 
reasons, leave the initiative for ground combat in enemy hands. It could 
choose simply to defend, or perhaps make small local attacks to take pieces 
of dominating ground across the border that improve its defensive capability 
while waiting for its aerial offensive to convince the enemy to desist. 

However, as noted above, if the human and economic toll among Israel’s 
civilians accumulates while the arsenal of defensive interceptors is 
depleted and the enemy still refuses to desist, there will be increased 
pressure to defend by attacking enemy base areas (as in Operation 
‘Protective Edge’). This would be especially true if the enemy were to 
achieve some successes inside Israeli territory (capturing, even if only 
temporarily, Israeli strongpoints, villages or neighborhoods, ambushing 
Israeli civilians or forces, etc.). 
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In other words, the Israeli government might be compelled to order a 
ground offensive. It might do this with the minimalist aim of reducing 
enemy access to Israel’s border and pushing at least the short-range rocket 
launchers beyond their range, or with the maximalist aim of forcing the 
enemy to request a cease-fire.

Different strategic goals for an Israeli ground offensive – diminishing 
an artillery bombardment by occupying rocket launch areas versus 
destroying enemy ground forces to compel the enemy to request 
a cease-fire – create different operational needs. But whatever the 
strategic goal, to conduct an effective ground operation, the IDF will 
need the tactical capability to cross, clear and cover large tracts of 
ground, some of it hilly and wooded; capture and clear numerous 
built-up areas of various sizes; and search for tunnels and other hidden 
storage sites – and do it all while being fired at by mortars and long-
range anti-tank missiles, ambushed by infantry with small arms and 
personal anti-tank rockets, mines, explosive booby-traps and remote-
controlled explosives, and counter-attacked by infantry units as well 
as suicide bombers and suicide-bomber vehicles while overcoming a 
variety of natural and artificial obstacles. 

As noted above, the IDF was surprised in Lebanon in 2006 and in Gaza in 
2014 by the intensity of enemy resistance. In future, the IDF must assume 
this level of resistance at a minimum. Actually, as potential enemies are 
gaining considerable combat experience, an even higher level of intensity 
and competence should be assumed. Even though Israel’s current enemies 
are not as big, well-armed or well-trained as the Egyptian and former 
Syrian armies, they must be considered not merely as guerrillas, but as 
trained armies. To defeat them will require the application of regular 
warfare tactics adapted to the specific circumstances. 

The IDF faced such a situation in 1982. PLO forces in Lebanon at the 
time were roughly equivalent in size to each of the separate enemy 
forces facing the IDF today – though undoubtedly less competent, 
technologically advanced and fortified than Hezbollah. They were 
deployed across southern Lebanon and along the coast up to Beirut. 
Defeating them in Operation ‘Peace for Galilee’ in 1982 required the 
employment of three IDF divisions.61 
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Employing superior firepower and bypassing main centers of resistance, 
four days were required to reach Beirut. The PLO forces bypassed in 
Tyre and Sidon fought for a few more days before finally being defeated 
in house-to-house combat. When asked if the IDF could achieve a similar 
result today, IDF officers were skeptical.62 

To reduce friendly and local civilian casualties, the IDF besieged Beirut 
for five weeks instead of conquering it. Ultimately, it was a combination of 
diplomacy and force that brought about the PLO decision to withdraw from 
Beirut, thus sparing the IDF the need to conquer it house by house. 

Though few of Israel’s current enemies are significantly more competent 
than the PLO forces were in 1982, Hezbollah certainly is, and the learning 
curve shown by Hamas since 2006 indicates that it is going in the same 
direction. As for the Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra, though they lag 
behind in technology and tactical acumen, their ferocity and suicidal 
techniques also pose a higher level of threat than did the PLO in 1982.

 As noted when discussing defense, to defeat these enemies the IDF might 
not need massive numbers of the latest high-tech ground weapons, but 
will need the tanks, APCs and artillery it has used in the past, upgraded 
with specific capabilities (especially anti-anti-tank missile, anti-artillery 
and anti-IED protection). Furthermore, as recently retired IDF Major-
General Gershon HaCohen stated in an interview, the simultaneous 
capture and clearing of large tracts of territory will require significant 
quantities of these weapons63 – a statement with which the IDF strategy 
document seems to concur, under the heading “critical mass”64.

One threat with which the IDF did not have to deal in the initial weeks of 
the 1982 war was rear-area security in the areas it had taken in Lebanon. 
That threat evolved only gradually, mainly because the majority of the 
Lebanese population was happy to see the PLO evicted and initially saw 
the IDF as liberators. This is unlikely to be the case in virtually any of the 
scenarios requiring a future offensive into Lebanon, Syria or Gaza. 

In addition to the actual offensive operations moving forward, the 
IDF will have to employ large forces to secure its lines of supply and 
constantly comb its tactical rear to find and destroy stay-behind or 
infiltrating elements of enemy forces. The deeper the advance, the more 
forces will be required to secure supply routes. 
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In fact, the threat posed by current long-range (up to five kilometers) 
guided anti-tank missiles to a convoy of trucks carrying supplies to 
combat forces, especially fuel and ammunition, through recently taken 
territory, can be countered only by using a large number of highly 
protected APCs to carry the supplies or by saturating the terrain with 
combat forces to prevent enemy missile teams from infiltrating to attain 
a position overlooking the supply routes. 

When not enough such forces are available, casualties among support 
units will be heavy. Though the enemies faced by American forces in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, for example, were barely competent tactically and 
completely lacking in the modern weaponry employed by Hezbollah 
and Hamas, lack of sufficient ground forces relative to the size of the 
contested area was a central reason for the Americans’ and their allies’ 
immediate loss of control.65 

To conclude, any IDF offensive that requires advancing even only a few 
dozen kilometers into Lebanon or Syria will require large forces not only 
to capture territory, but also to clear and secure it. 

Take, for instance, the toughest probable single-front scenario against 
a non-state: a third Lebanon War. If one uses Operation ‘Peace for 
Galilee’ as a baseline while replacing the PLO capabilities with those 
of a Hezbollah reinforced with Syrian-Alawite units, it can be estimated 
that at least four reinforced divisions of armored and mechanized troops 
would be required in battle. They would be needed in order to reach the 
major rocket launch and storage areas of Hezbollah, clear the terrain and 
secure safe supply routes. 

At least one further reinforced division would have to be deployed to 
defend Israel’s 78-kilometer border against Hezbollah raids into Israel. 
Israel’s other fronts, too, would need to be defended by at least another 
division each. A scenario such as this would not allow a major Israeli 
offensive on any other front unless it had more than ten ‘heavy’ divisions’ 
worth of troops.
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 CONCLUSION

Israel’s security doctrine discerns two levels of military threat. These are 
1) a high-intensity offensive by state armies that threatens the existence 
of Israel as a state (the fundamental threat); and 2) the constant low-
intensity offensive, by armed non-state organizations and occasionally 
state armies as well, that threatens the well-being of civilians and the 
smooth functioning of everyday life in Israel (the routine threat). 

Offensive action, to destroy capabilities and deter intentions, was a 
dominant theme in countering these threats. Though air strikes were 
always an essential element in IDF operations against both levels of threat, 
they were deemed less effective than offensive ground maneuver. 

Repeated defeats of the Arab state armies by the IDF, peace treaties with 
some Arab states, and the civil wars wracking the Middle East have 
reduced the viability of the fundamental threat. These political and strategic 
developments, coupled with an increasing sensitivity to casualties and 
improvements in precision firepower, have pushed the IDF to increasingly 
rely on air strikes and stand-off fire to achieve the required destruction and 
deterrence while decreasing reliance on offensive ground maneuver. 

Though still espousing the importance of ground maneuver capabilities de 
jure, as evinced in the IDF’s recently published strategy document, the de 
facto reduction in the employment of ground maneuvers and perception of 
a weakened threat have led to a drastic diminishment of IDF ground forces.

This study finds that the IDF’s de facto strategy of de-emphasizing 
ground forces and ground maneuvering is mistaken. 

First, because the option of a large state-on-state confrontation, even if 
remote at present, cannot be completely ruled out. It has been proven time 
and again that in the volatile Middle East, things can change overnight. 

Second, because simultaneously with the weakening of the Arab state 
armies, we are witnessing the emerging prominence of non-state armies 
capable of creating a medium-intensity threat. This phenomenon is the 
result of the Islamist resurgence and the increased funding, increased 
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training and new technologies that are enhancing the military capabilities 
of non-state organizations. 

Though they remain weaker than most Arab state armies, these 
organizations are already capable of conducting medium-intensity 
defensive operations and are working to achieve a medium-intensity 
offensive capability. (Hezbollah already has this capability.) In other 
words, though medium-intensity offensive actors are not a fundamental 
threat, they are more powerful than actors posing a “routine threat” and 
their power is increasing. 

This paper has outlined several highly probable threat scenarios that 
clearly demonstrate that cultivating a small and highly capable ground 
force with the latest gadgets is important, but not enough. To meet the 
requirements set out in the IDF’s strategy document, Israel is advised to 
maintain a large, mechanized, capable and ready ground force, as it has 
done in the past – even if a large portion of this force is equipped with 
older AFVs and artillery upgraded only in specific crucial components. 

The IDF strategy document states the need for a “critical mass” to achieve 
its missions, but does not provide a number.66 We estimate that a scenario 
that requires maintaining a defensive line along all fronts, while having 
sufficient ground combat power to also conduct simultaneous major 
offensives on two fronts (for example, Lebanon and Syria, or Lebanon 
and Gaza), would require a ground force “critical mass” equivalent to 
at least 10 armored or mechanized divisions plus a large force of lighter 
rear-area security forces. 

If we accept the assessment that most future wars will be multi-week 
to multi-month in duration, then this force size is even more necessary 
to enable rotation of units in action. The past and planned reductions in 
ground force units by the IDF imperil the ability of the IDF to meet the 
standard it sets for itself in its strategy document.
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