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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Creating deterrence was Israel's goal in the last 

three conflicts it fought against Hamas, but that objective has been cast aside. 

Any future armed clash with Gaza's Islamist rulers will be guided by a new 

Israeli objective: that of achieving a crystal clear victory over the enemy.  

In past models of conflict, Israel responded to Hamas aggression through the 

use of force in a way that was designed to punish Hamas and convince it to 

return to a state of calm. Systematically destroying Hamas's military 

capabilities was not an Israeli objective.  

Today, while Israel hopes to avoid war, it is preparing for the possibility of a 

new conflict. War could erupt again in Gaza for a wide range of reasons.  

Should hostilities resume, the Israel Defense Force (IDF) plans to make sure the 

end stage of that clash will be an unmistakable Israeli victory, and that no one 

will be able to mistake it for a tie or stalemate.  

This change in approach has been brewing over the past three years, ever since 

the end of Operation Protective Edge in 2014. That operation was launched by 

Israel to defend itself against large-scale projectile attacks and cross-border 

tunnel threats from Gaza. At two months’ duration, it was one of Israel's most 

protracted conflicts.  

It was also the third large-scale clash fought with Hamas since 2009. At the end 

of each round of fighting, the military wing of Hamas remained intact, and was 

able to quickly begin rearming and preparing new capabilities for the next 

outbreak of hostilities.  



Should Hamas initiate another conflict with Israel, Jerusalem should not be 

expected to return to the deterrence model. It will not make do with the goal of 

returning calm to the area, as it did in 2014, 2012, and 2009.   

Instead, Israel would likely seek to destroy Hamas's military wing, including 

its underground labyrinth of tunnels under Gaza City, built to enable 

operations out of Israel's sight.  

Hamas's decision to embed many of its offensive capabilities in Gaza's civilian 

areas will not immunize it to Israeli strikes. The IDF would, however, make 

every effort to minimize harm to noncombatants.  

After 2014, the IDF's Southern Command began moving away from the 

“frequent rounds” model, concluding that Israel should not be dragged into 

major armed conflicts with Hamas every two to three years.  

The Southern Command identified three alternatives for Israel and Gaza. 

Under the first, Israel would continue to experience short, temporary truces – 

an option deemed unacceptable.  

In the second scenario, Israel would conquer Gaza and topple the Hamas 

regime completely. In such a scenario, Israel would either rule the Strip and its 

two million Palestinian inhabitants or find someone who would.  

It is unlikely that the Palestinian Authority (PA) would take over Gaza after an 

Israeli “handoff.” Not only would the PA lose domestic legitimacy, but its ability 

to retain Gaza without IDF assistance would be in serious doubt.  

As a result of these calculations, the defense establishment identified a long-term 

truce, fueled by Israeli deterrence, as the best option. That is the current situation 

between the combatants: a long-term truce.  

During the time the truce has lasted, the idea of facing two bad choices – 

occupying Gaza or accepting the “frequent rounds” model – has evolved.  

One possibility, in the event of a new conflict, is that the IDF takes out Hamas's 

military wing but leaves in place its political wing and police force, thereby 

creating a feasible Israeli exit from Gaza that does not depend on Jerusalem’s 

finding new rulers for the Strip. 

Today, three years after Operation Protective Edge, Hamas continues to rebuild 

itself. Its domestic arms industry is producing rockets, mortar shells, and tunnels. 

Tunnels under Gaza City are designed to enable Hamas battalions to launch hit-

and-run attacks on the IDF and to move weapons and logistics out of Israel's sight.  

The other kind of tunnel threat, the network of cross-border tunnels, is on 

borrowed time. Israel is building an underground wall along the 65-kilometer 



Gazan border, and it progresses with each passing day. Israel has invested 

billions of shekels in that project, and an anti-tunnel detection system is also 

operational.  

Hamas is not sitting idle during the truce. It is looking for new assault tactics. 

It seeks to be able to flood southern Israel with short-range projectiles that can 

carry a warhead as big as a half-ton, which would pose a major threat to any 

built-up area near the Strip.  

Hamas can also try to paralyze central Israel with medium-range projectiles, 

even if these are intercepted by the Iron Dome air defense system. Air raid 

sirens and interceptions are severely disruptive for Israel even without 

significant projectile damage.  

Hamas continues to work on its naval commando cells, which are designed to 

infiltrate Israel via the coast. It is also continuing to pursue its drone program, 

with which it hopes to send explosives at targets in a guided manner.  

Israel is well aware of these capabilities. Hamas remains a serious combat 

challenge, and has proven its ability to adapt to Israel's progress.  

But Hamas is also under intense, unremitting Israeli intelligence surveillance. 

Hamas is likely aware that any new clash would involve upgraded Israeli 

combat capabilities that are better suited for the Gazan arena.  

Israel has been using the truce to build up its force and study the Gazan 

battlefield. It is building a growing fleet of armored personnel carriers and 

tanks that can defend themselves with active protection systems. In Gaza, 

where practically every Hamas fighter is armed with an armor-piercing RPG, 

that kind of protection is a game changer.  

Israel's ability to strike Hamas's underground city has also been enhanced 

significantly in recent years. Hamas will have nowhere to hide if war resumes. 

Hamas is likely aware that although it can pose serious challenges to the IDF 

and to the Israeli home front, Israel has changed its end game.  

For the time being, Hamas's cost benefit analysis has led it to conclude that a 

lengthy truce is in its own best interest.  
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