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Control of Territory
The most significant aspect of the
Israel's Security: The Hard-Learned
Lessons By Yaakov Amidror
Oslo experiment, from 1993 to 2000,
Between September 1993 and September 2000, the Middle East was the
was the surrender of control over Palestinian populated areas. It was due
setting for a great historical experiment: the effort to negotiate a final resolution
largely to this surrender that the Palestinians were able to launch and fight
of the decades-old conflict between Israelis and Palestinians. The experiment
a war that, in its first three years, cost Israel nearly 900 lives, mostly
failed, and disastrously so. Oslo diplomacy-which takes its name from the site
civilians.[2] (While Israel eventually did reassert control in populated areas
of the original back-channel negotiations between Israeli academics and
throughout most of the West Bank and Gaza, the damage had already been
Palestinian officials-came to a standstill with the collapse of the Camp David
done.) In comparison, during the final seventeen months of Israel's military
summit in July 2000. Soon thereafter, one side, the Palestinian, opted to replace
deployment in southern Lebanon, Israel lost a total of just twenty-one
negotiations with war, launched under the misnomer of a popular uprising
people-all soldiers-resulting in fewer casualties than the number of civilians
(intifada). More than three years later, Israelis and Palestinians continue to suffer
killed in many single Palestinian terror attacks.
death, injury, and economic privation.
Control of territory is an essential advantage in fighting terror. It is the
All observers were stunned by the rapid collapse of the security arrangements
key to gathering intelligence. Without control, it is exponentially more
that were at the heart of the Oslo concept. How could the negotiators of the
difficult to recruit agents and sources, to monitor suspects and terror sites,
various Oslo-era accords create a situation that permitted the Palestinians to
to question and arrest terror suspects, and to take the many measures by
prepare for terror-based war while limiting and even restricting Israel's options
which counterterrorist experts learn the terrorists' modus operandi and
to respond? How could a generation of experienced, professional, security
prevent terrorists from getting close to their target. A military force without
specialists-many of them battle-hardened veterans-fail to take into account the
control of the territory from which terrorism emanates cannot destroy the
possibility that Oslo could be exploited by the Palestinians as a platform for
infrastructure of terrorism (such as laboratories, training centers, and safe
war, not a basis for peace?
houses). Without territorial control, counterterrorism operations become
Answering this question is not merely an interesting historical exercise. Many
risky, both in terms of physical danger and political cost.
well-meaning and peace-loving people-such as those involved in the Geneva
Absent physical control, there are fewer counterterror operations, and
track-two effort to negotiate an Israeli-Palestinian permanent status agreementthe terrorists can more easily recover when those operations that do occur
base their future peacemaking assumptions on the tentative security arrangement
are concluded. When Israel maintained control of the populated areas of the
allegedly agreed upon in the summer of 2000, prior to the outbreak of war.
West Bank and Gaza, its line of defense against terrorism was in the cities
While many obstacles block the resumption of negotiations-such as the
and towns from which the terrorists set forth. In the absence of such
illegitimacy in the eyes of Israel and the United States of a Yasir Arafatcontrol, Israel's real line of defense is its own cities and towns. And because
controlled Palestinian leadership-it is widely believed in diplomatic circles that
the terrorists target civilians, their success is almost assured.
when negotiations eventually do resume, they will begin where the two sides left
A second lesson of the Oslo experience is that the lack of Israeli control
off before the current hostilities. Although those same security arrangements
of territory also provided the Palestinians with opportunities to enhance
failed to prevent-and perhaps even contributed to-the current Israeli-Palestinian
their own military capabilities. Compare, for example, the experience of the
war, that fact has not stopped planners from taking them as a base line. Indeed,
first major Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the real intifada of 1987-93, with the
in key aspects of the Geneva draft accord, those very same security
experience of the post-Camp David war. During the intifada, Israel was in
arrangements have been regurgitated without a common-sense effort to evaluate
control of all the territory in the West Bank and Gaza. Despite the military
what went wrong with them in the first place.
challenges of that conflict, the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) were able to rely
The purpose of this article is to make just that evaluation and draw
solely on light weapons (e.g., guns and nightsticks) and jeeps to suppress
conclusions from it.
P alestinians, without resort to tanks, helicopters, armored personnel
Israeli Desiderata
carriers, or F-16s. But once the PA had taken responsibility for security in
Israeli strategists, in planning for permanent status negotiations prior to 2000,
the Palestinian areas, they built an infrastructure for launching large-scale
sought solutions for two possible types of security threats: a conventional
assaults on Israel. Whereas the 69 months of the intifada saw just 160
military threat from the eastern front and a terrorist threat from rejectionist
Israelis killed, in the first 36 months of the post-Camp David war nearly
groups, both religious and secular, within the Palestinian territories themselves.
900 Israelis were killed. This means that Israel suffered more than five times
As for the conventional threat, Israel's approach was that security
the deaths in just half the time.
This wide disparity is mainly due to the Oslo security concept that
arrangements should not inhibit Israel from defending itself against a threat from
the east. In practice, this meant that:
deprived Israel of the ability to combat terror actively and instead gave the
a.. in times of peace and low apparent threat, Israel's military presence in the
Palestinians the opportunity to regroup in areas under PA control. Indeed,
territories would be minimal, limited to two or three early warning systems;
the most important factor differentiating the intifada from the current war
b.. in times of emergency, Israel would be allowed to deploy forces in specified
is the fact that Palestinians were able to maintain a safe haven for terror
areas in the West Bank that were defined as necessary for Israel's defense. Such
from 1993 until April 2002, when IDF troops finally reasserted Israeli
deployment would occur only after Israel proved to the United States the
control in populated areas.
Based on this experience, Israel must realize that it would be a grave risk
compelling, real, and imminent need to act.
As for the threat of terrorism, planners believed that a combination of Israeliif it were to cede total territorial control to the Palestinians in any future
Palestinian cooperation and Palestinian self-interest would provide an adequate
agreement. Israel suffered heavy casualties when the PA was only on the
response.[1] In practice, this meant that:
road to sovereignty; the price might be even higher were a fully sovereign
a.. the main responsibility for fighting terrorism within the area of Palestinian
Palestinian state to decide to go to war. In those circumstances, reoccupying
control was given to the Palestinian Authority (PA) and delegated to its various
Palestinian population centers, as Israel did in April 2002, would be more
security organizations;
difficult, complicated, and costly. Indeed, given the IDF's structural
b.. Israel agreed to cooperate with PA security apparatuses by providing them
limitations and the exponential growth of Palestinian capabilities from the
with intelligence and assisting their efforts without violating the Palestinians'
intifada to the present war, it may not even be possible for Israeli forces to
quasi-sovereignty;
retake Palestinian cities in a future war.
c.. Israel would restrict its role at international transit points, such as airports
To protect against another security fiasco, Israel needs to insist on two
and seaports, to an invisible presence so as not to appear to violate Palestinian
new principles in defining security arrangements within the context of a
quasi-sovereignty;
future peace agreement:
d.. Palestinians themselves would be responsible for protecting their external
a.. If the Palestinians do not actively, persistently, and explicitly fight
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terror, the agreement should allow Israel to take its own counterterrorism
measures in the territory under Palestinian sovereignty.
b.. If terrorism is conducted against Israel from Palestinian territories, then the
agreement should permit IDF operations in the territory under Palestinian
sovereignty.
Israel must insist on retaining the right to operate throughout the territory in
perpetuity, not only for a limited number of years, not only in emergency
situations, and not only upon the approval of third parties.
Border Control
A second Israeli security requirement in future negotiations concerns border
control. The importance of this issue is clear from a comparison of Israel's
experience in Lebanon and in the Palestinian areas.
In Lebanon, Hizbullah received a steady stream of weapons, and its ability
to fight increased after every round of conflict with the IDF because of resupply
from Iran and Syria. Israel's situation vis-à-vis the Palestinians could be even
worse. The latt er have already displayed an impressive ability to circumvent
security arrangements through smuggling, such as the fifty tons of seaborne
weapons destined for the PA that were intercepted by the IDF in January 2002.
Add to this the fact that the geography and topography of the West Bank permit
the Palestinians to pose a strategic threat to Israel's main population centers,
something Hizbullah was never able to do. If Israel acceded to security
arrangements that gave Palestinians control over their borders with Egypt and
Jordan, it is safe to assume that weapons would flow freely into the West Bank
and Gaza, with potentially catastrophic implications.
In any future negotiations, Israel must give a high priority to preventing the
Palestinian acquisition of enhanced weaponry. Only Israeli border control can
effectively prevent Palestinian efforts to smuggle weapons and munitions from
neighboring countries. Israel, therefore, must ensure that the Palestinian state
does not have contiguous, unfettered contact with its Arab neighbors, Egypt and
Jordan.
The same logic underlies Israel's need to control international passageways
such as airports and seaports. Israel must retain the ability to check all imports
into the Palestinian areas, whether personal or commercial goods. An invisible
presence, with international forces or Palestinian customs agents doing the actual
work-as envisioned in previous Oslo agreements and in the recent Geneva
accord-will not suffice. Unless Israel can construct a security envelope around
the Palestinian areas, controlling what comes in and goes out, it is likely to face
a Palestinian threat more dangerous than anything it ever faced in Lebanon.
Israel Fights Alone
A seminal lesson of the Oslo experience is the need for Israel to retain, in
perpetuity, both the right and ability to combat terror independently of other
actors. From the moment the PA took control of territory in 1994, it never truly
fought terrorism; despite Palestinian pretense, most Israeli and international
terrorism experts knew the PA efforts were just a charade. It was a naïve and
costly belief-made famous by the late prime minister Yitzhak Rabin-that the
Palestinians would fight terror more readily than Israel because they lack an
interventionist judiciary (such as the Israeli Supreme Court) or vocal human
rights organizations (such as B'Tselem).
While Israel should welcome the cooperation of others-including the
P alestinians-it now knows from bitter experience what can happen when it
handcuffs its own ability to fight terror for the sake of a political accord. Israel
should accept no restraints. It must retain its capability to collect intelligence
inside the Palestinian area. This means insisting that in any permanent status
accord, the Palestinians must accept continued collection by Israel of human
intelligence as well as an agreed set of aerial reconnaissance flights (by day and
night). Israel also must insist that Palestinians recognize Israel's right to detain,
arrest, and interrogate terrorist suspects in the event the Palestinians do not take
action against such suspects themselves. Moreover, mechanisms must be created
by which the Palestinians share all terrorism-related information with Israel; full
transparency is essential.
Should these terms not be included in a permanent status agreement,
Palestinian extremists are certain to expand their terrorist capabilities.
Fewer Forces and Guns
When the first Oslo agreements were signed (Oslo I in 1993 and Oslo II in
1995), most of Israel's negotiators never conceived of Palestinian security and
intelligence organizations as potential enemies. Instead, they sought to strengthen
these institutions as much as possible so they could play their expected role in
fighting terror. Unfortunately, these terror fighters-including PA police and
intelligence organizations-were themselves terror purveyors. They played an
active role in such episodes of terrorism as the 1997 Hasmonean Tunnel riots and
the launching of the post-Camp David war in 2000.
Israel needs to re-think the Oslo-era assumption that stronger PA security
forces mean more security for Israel. Instead, Israel should seek to limit
Palestinian security organization to the smallest and weakest force capable of
providing necessary police functions in PA territory. This would mean a
reduction in the number of competing and overlapping forces, shrinkage of the
total manpower, and collection of most of the weapons in the hands of the
various forces.
A weak military force will contribute to peace and stability in Palestinian
society and in its relations with Israel. The emphasis on strong police forces,
instead of providing the PA with the tools to fight terror, only fed the PA's
authoritarian power and its appetite for more terror against Israel. And at least
in the security realm, one may reasonably question the new conventional wisdom
that maintains that more centralization and clearer lines of control are conducive

to peace. In an authoritarian regime, centralization may certainly improve
efficiency, but that is only desirable if the security forces themselves are
committed to fighting terrorism.
The 1993-2000 experience also underscores an important lesson about
another key feature of Oslo security arrangements: the supposed benefits
of security cooperation. The fact is that six years of Israeli-Palestinian joint
patrols and combined headquarters contributed virtually nothing to mutual
understanding on both sides. In practice, the daily regimen of "jointness"
provided no barrier against terrorism and did not even prove to be an
obstacle to the use of Palestinian security forces in direct conflict against
Israel. In the future, a wholly different approach is called for: both parties
would be wise to restrict security cooperation to those situations and areas
in which neither side is able to act solely by itself.
Agreed Separation
Across the political spectrum, from the moderate left to the moderate
right, Israelis have embraced the "security fence" as a solution to a
seemingly insoluble epidemic of terrorism. The fence has become the
answer for those who see no hope for diplomacy, at least in the foreseeable
future.
While most see no need for a bilateral agreement regarding the fence-after
all, it can be built unilaterally, as is currently the case-few take into account
that unilateralism is a two-way street. It frees the other side to take certain
actions that may be deleterious to Israel's security interests. In this respect,
Israel's security would be significantly enhanced if it could reach agreement
with the Palestinian side on construction of the fence. Such an agreement
might commit Palestinians to take action to prevent, or at least not assist,
efforts to destroy the fence and may even win Palestinian commitment to
certain security measures that inhibit infiltration. Of course, such an
agreement with the Palestinians would come at a price.
Proponents of the fence should also realize that it is not a panacea. For
example, the fence will not only impede terrorist infiltrators, it will also
serve as a barrier to the free action of IDF troops. For one threat in
particular, the fence is no solution at all: the use of mortars or katyushas.
For this reason, even if there is no agreement over the fence, Israel should
insist in future negotiations that Palestinians accept responsibility for
preventing all fire from their territory and that Israel have the recognized
right to take action against sources of fire in the event the Palestinians do
not take adequate measures to stop or prevent it.
Here, the key issue is confidence, not sovereignty. Despite periodic
terrorist attacks that emanate from Jordanian territory, for example, Israel
does not feel it has to send the IDF into Jordan to take action on its own.
That is because Israel is confident that Jordan is doing its best to prevent
terrorism-the 100-percent-effort yardstick so often cited by diplomats and
journalists. With the PA, Israel's level of confidence is closer to zero.
When the time comes to demarcate the final border between Israel and
the future state of Palestine, important security lessons from the Oslo
experience need to be taken into consideration. Chief among these is the
need for buffer areas to give Israel adequate depth to defend strategic roads
and targets that are close to the border. Israel, for example, should insist on
retaining control over an area at least three kilometers to the north of the
main east-west road leading from Tel Aviv to north Jerusalem, which cannot
be permitted to run so close to Palestinian-held territory. Similarly, Israel
needs to retain ample space around its Central Command headquarters north
of Jerusalem and around the area that controls the approaches and runways
at Ben-Gurion International Airport.
As Israel defines its territorial interests vis-à-vis separation, it needs to
include within its control not only West Bank territory needed to
accommodate consensus areas of Jewish settlement but also territory that
is essential solely for security reasons.
Lessons Learned?
It is said that military planners often make the mistake of preparing for
the next war as if it will resemble the last war. In Israel's case, the even
greater error would be to remain willfully blind to the lessons of the last
war. Incorporating the post-1993 lessons into Israel's strategy for peace
negotiations may help avert a future Palestinian-Israeli war that will make
the current conflict pale in comparison.
It is important to note, however, that security arrangements are not the
real hurdle to resuming negotiations. For Israel, the core problem is much
deeper: it is a fundamental lack of trust of Palestinian intentions. It is the
belief that Palestinians are using diplomacy to gain time, territory, weapons,
and people with which to wage the next round of war against the Jewish
state. Only profound change in Palestinian attitudes and behavior can
address the lack of trust that Israelis across the political arena evince for the
Palestinians.
To regain the trust of mainstream Israelis, Palestinians will have to
address the belief that Palestinians do not recognize the right of Israel to
exist as a Jewish state in the Middle East. This manifests itself in two main
ways:
a.. Palestinian refusal to fight anti-Israel terrorism, which can be viewed as
an outgrowth of the ongoing war against the Jewish state. This can only be
rectified through demonstrable and persistent efforts to fight terrorists,
arrest the leaders of terrorist organizations, collect their weapons, and
destroy their infrastructure. In this context, half-measures, such as
ceasefires (what the Palestinians call hudnas), are not only inadequate but

also dangerous because they provide terrorists with the breathing space to
prepare for the next round of war. Once the Palestinians prove their bona fides
in this regard, Israel can reciprocate by easing restrictions on the freedom of
movement within and between Palestinian towns and villages and undertake
other civil measures. But the first step must be a concerted, relentless, and
unconditional Palestinian fight against terrorism, even terror that emanates from
within elements of the PA itself.
b.. Palestinian incitement against Israel and Jews, which attacks the legitimacy
of a Jewish state and even the humanity of Jews. Such incitement did not stop
with Oslo; it got worse. In the future, Israel should condition any further peace
negotiations on visible and deep-seated efforts by the Palestinian leadership to
stop incitement and promote Palestinian recognition of the legitimacy of Israel
as a Jewish state. Even if incitement is difficult to prevent completely, the PA
wields such control over Palestinian media and education that it could effectively
stop it if it chose to do so. A litmus test of Palestinian acceptance of Israel is a
renunciation of the so-called "right of return," which constitutes a demand for
Israel's dissolution.
A further way in which the Palestinians could earn the trust and confidence
of Israelis is by changing the character of their internal political system. In the
case of Egypt and Jordan, Israel was ready to make peace with authoritarian
regimes that committed themselves to regional stability even if they had little
respect for democracy and human rights at home. In the case of the Palestinians,
who are entwined with Israel geographically,economically, and demographically,
the situation is different: Palestinian democracy is an Israeli interest. Although
this is a generational project, progress toward real Palestinian democracy-such
as the development of democratic institutions, the rule of law, and a vibrant,
liberal civil society-will go far toward building a healthier relationship between
Israelis and Palestinians.
In the meantime, Israel should insist at least on a reduction in the level of
corruption in the PA. Corruption is not only a cause of considerable suffering to
the Palestinian people, but it also feeds an environment in which terrorism
flourishes. The development of more accountable and res ponsible Palestinian
governance is thus a direct Israeli interest. It is a vital way station along the road
to a democratic future in which both Palestinians and Israelis will find security.
A final word: to many, the conditions and yardsticks outlined above may
seem severe, especially in light of Israel's lax approach to security arrangements
and political requirements throughout the Oslo era. Yet in some ways, these
constitute Israel's minimum requirements. For even if Palestinians meet these
demands, incidents and problems are sure to arise. However, in an environment
in which Israel's Palestinian partner is viewed as doing everything possible to
fight terror and maintain mutually beneficial relations with Israel, the level of risk
becomes manageable.
The far more important question is whether creating the sort of regime
outlined here is even possible. It would require that the Palestinian leadership
accept significant limitations on Palestinian sovereignty in perpetuity to allow
for Israel's security needs. The Palestinians will no doubt demand more. Yet one
thing is certain: for Israel to accept anything less would ensure a future
Palestinian-Israeli war on a scale never seen before.
(Middle East Quarterly Winter 2004)
The writer, a reserve major general in the Israel Defense Forces, commanded
Israel's National Defense College and headed the research and assessment
division of Israeli military intelligence. He was the Ira Weiner Fellow at The
Washington Institute for Near East Policy when he prepared this study.
[1] The possibility that the Palestinian Authority might actually view terror as
advancing its own interest by serving as a pressure point against Israel was
wholly contrary to the thinking of Israeli officials in this period. When, for
example, intelligence experts told the Israeli government in 1995 that the PA
might use terror as a tool of negotiations, a minister responded that the very idea
did not make sense.
[2] Yedi'ot Aharonot (Tel Aviv), Oct. 8, 2003. The 889 dead included 628
civilians and 261 members of the security forces.
It's Sharon's Duty Jerusalem Post Editorial
Ariel Sharon could hardly have been more explicit this week when he looked
thousands of Likud activists in the eyes and said in a familiarly loud and resolute
tone: Settlements will have to be
evacuated.
Following the prime minister's early pronouncements, back in 2002, favoring
the establishment of a Palestinian state, a lively public debate emerged, focusing
on the roots and nature of Sharon's political transformation. However, few so far
have said much in terms of the most obvious repercussion that Sharon's plan has
in store, namely the stranding of thousands of Israelis beyond the separation
fence, in the midst of a hostile Palestinian population.
The reasons for this silence are understandable.
First, it took a long time for Sharon to make plain his embrace of the fence
idea, and longer yet for the public to realize that this idea is actually fast
becoming fact.
Then, the people who could be expected to raise the loudest outcry in the face
of the approaching separation, namely the settler leaders themselves, have failed
to focus on the threat it poses to them personally.
Yet the plan obviously exposes the settlers to serious dangers, and it is
imperative that those be perceived and treated as a national challenge.
In the longer term, judging by what Deputy Prime Minister Ehud Olmert has

said in recent weeks, the plan is apparently to have all settlers somehow
gravitate within the fence, itself a very unclear proposition that sooner or
later will have to be made clearer.
In the shorter term, however, thousands of settlers will soon realize that
in addition to the ideological wall that has long separated them and some
Israelis, a physical wall has arisen to separate them as well.
By all criteria, this might prove to have been a recipe for catastrophe.
Militarily, it might complicate the IDF's defense of the settlements
beyond the fence; emotionally, it is likely to further deepen the abyss that
is already yawning between some settlers and some Israelis; and politically,
it might generate pressures that will destabilize coalitions.
For our part, we are not averse to the principle of territorial
compromise. We are, however, opposed to national schism. If we have
arrived at a point where we must undergo some kind of territorial retreat,
this does not mean we should risk a civil war, much less treat the settlers as
outcasts. And the settlers, all of them, are a limb of this nation.
The people who went to live beyond the Green Line did so on behalf of
13 successive governments, six of them Labor-led. That alone is reason
enough for them to be offered serious information, and solutions, for the
challenges that await them once they are stranded beyond the fence.
Moreover, the people who went to live beyond the Green Line were
some of Israel's most dedicated idealists. Abandoning them would send a
message to future idealists that in Israel, idealism, pioneering, and
self-sacrifice are no longer appreciated. Conversely, if treated generously by
the government and respectfully by the public, the settlers' moral dignity
and positive energies can be preserved.
As the man who more than anyone else built and populated the
settlements, Ariel Sharon has a particular responsibility. If he is to keep the
settlers in their place, he must defend them with every political, diplomatic
and military tool he's got. If he's going to ask them to leave, he must ensure
(Jerusalem Post
they have as good a deal going out as they had going in.
Jan 9)
Out of the Closet Jerusalem Post Editorial
In the space of two days, the Palestinian leadership threatened Israel
first with the pursuit of a binational state, then with that old stalwart,
declaring a state in all of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The first threat at
least had the virtue of honesty, since it describes the real Palestinian agenda.
According to Reuters, Palestinian Prime Minister Ahmed Qurei called
Israel's security fence " an apartheid solution to put the Palestinians in
cantons. We will go for a one-state solution... We will not hesitate to defend
the right of our people when we feel the very serious intention [of Israel]
to destroy these rights."
Palestinian negotiator Saeb Erekat put it another way when he accused
Israel of "burying the two-state solution by building the wall in the West
Bank and confining us to towns that are prisons." We are supposed to
understand both statements as threats of last resort, not as what the
Palestinians actually want. Most likely a pressure tactic, a report in The
New York Times speculates.
By this conventional wisdom, when Israel says it is willing to help
create a Palestinian state, it is bluffing. And when Palestinians say they do
not want a two-state solution, they are bluffing. The truth is the reverse.
It should be clear by now that Israel believes in a two-state solution
more than the Palestinians do. The fence, far from being inconsistent with
such a solution, is actually a somewhat desperate attempt to impose one.
For all the talk of "apartheid" and "cantons" one might think that the
fence will divide up the Palestinian areas. A glance at the now widely
available maps (www.mfa.gov.il) shows that the fence route runs mostly
along the Green Line. The route was clearly chosen to maximize the number
of Israelis inside and Palestinians outside. As result, only about 6 percent
of the West Bank would be on the Israeli side of the fence.
If Prime Minister Ariel Sharon pushes through his unilateral
"disengagement" plan, the result would be many fewer roadblocks and the
relocation of the settlements that most threaten the contiguity of the
Palestinian areas – the exact opposite of "cantonization." What the
Palestinian leadership really seems to be afraid of is that the fence and
disengagement plan will once again reveal that it, not Israel, is desperately
trying to avoid a two-state solution.
If Yasser Arafat really wanted a state, he first of all would not have
turned one down at Camp David. But if he thought the fence were blocking
a state and wanted to prevent that, he could end his jihad against Israel,
implement the road map, and the fence project would quickly be dropped.
Though some might want to build the fence in any case, it is inconceivable
that the project would continue if there were a real option to negotiate a
permanent border as part of a peace agreement.
When the Palestinians complain about the fence, they are arguing that
Israel should continue to lay itself open to the terrorism they refuse to lift
a finger to prevent. It is a mark of the world's knee-jerk support for the
Palestinian cause that such an argument can be advanced with a straight
face.
How obvious can it be that the fence is a function of Palestinian
terrorism, and that the Palestinians could at any time prevent its
construction by halting terrorism?

Qurei's threat, though quickly withdrawn, is the most explicit admission in
some years that the true Palestinian goal is not a two-state solution. A
"binational" state is a transparent euphemism for the elimination of Israel.
The Palestinians are constantly trying to change the subject away from their
unique terrorism-saturated culture and their dream of creating Greater Palestine
through the demand of "return." So far, the US and Europe have largely stood by
as the Palestinians have detoured from the road map and made Sharon's
disengagement plan increasingly inevitable. A decision against Israel's security
fence in the International Court of Justice, for example, might be the final nail in
the coffin for the road map.
Why should the Palestinians fight terrorism when they are successfully
turning Israel into a pariah state just for defending itself?
If the West wants to save the road map, it had better turn the spotlight away
from the fence toward the terrorism that built it. (Jerusalem Post Jan 12)
My Son the Soldier By Martin Hoffman
They come from a yeshiva to a massive camp not far from the Jordanian border.
These bookworms are shoring up the Israel Defense Forces.
Evening phone call from my son to my wife: “Hey, Mom, guess what? I
threw my first hand grenade today!”
Our 18-year-old yeshiva boy in battle dress is tossing live grenades under the
blistering Israeli sun, firing an automatic, rolling and tumbling in the hot dust,
training for combat. What is he doing there? Aren’t yeshiva boys supposed to
be anemic bookworms whose only exercise comes from shuckling in front of an
open Talmud? And where did the yeshiva go, that secure fluorescent-lit womb
filled with prayer and learning and dreams of redemption?
“You’re not going into a combat unit!” my wife insists about 200 times. “The
army we had in ’67 is gone! Get yourself a safe job.” But Noam is adamant.
“What do you expect?” says Meir, my other son. “That’s the education you
gave him.”
“I gave him?” I say.
“Who sent him to Beit Orot?”
A hesder yeshiva on Jerusalem’s Mount Scopus with a breathtaking view of
the Temple Mount, Beit Orot is housed in a building once owned by a wealthy
Armenian. It was purchased by an idealistic American for, they say, $10 million,
so the Jewish people would have a toehold in an area overflowing with Arabs.
The building, resting on a wooded slope, occupies the core of a spiritual and
political vortex. The Temple Mount, glowing in the night, tugs incessantly at the
heart, a majestic, mournful monument to bygone spiritual ecstasies.
“And you expected him to be a clerk in the army?” Meir asks.
The hesder program offers one solution to the volatile religious-military
turmoil. Yeshiva boys have a longstanding exemption from the army, which
infuriates secular Israelis.
Straddling both worlds, the hesder program allows these boys a year and a
half of study followed by a year or so of army duty, and then they return to the
yeshiva for another year, instead of three straight years of army service. I naively
expected Noam to spend his army time in some religious context—kashering
army kitchens, leading prayer services. I was totally unaware that many hesder
rabbis were gung-ho army, one of them with 10 kids had volunteered for combat
duty in Lebanon.
“I’m going to be a paratrooper,” Noam announces.
“A what?!”
Quick call to a friend whose son had been a paratrooper for three years, who
made hairy night jumps, and weird commando attacks in Lebanon. “How do you
sleep at night?” I ask his father.
“Not much,” he says.
Next, a conversation with my wife’s nephew, a bespectacled assistant
principal of a religious school who had been, once, a paratrooper. “What’s it like
to jump out of an airplane?” I ask, trying to imagine the door popping open at
10,000 feet with an invitation to step outside.
“They throw you out,” he says, “because you’re frozen with fear.”
“Is that what you have to do,” I say to Noam, “to express your love of Eretz
Yisrael?”
In the end, he and a bunch of his yeshiva buddies join the combat infantry.
“At least he’s got both feet on the ground,” I say to my wife, who’s back on
cigarettes after a 10-year abstinence.
The day comes to take him to Tel Hashomer, a camp that looks like some
factory town, where my son will get processed, then sent off to the Golani
brigade.
My God, I wonder, startled by this reality. Where did the years go? I
remember taking Noam once to a sand-covered playground, where the shouting
children scooted from slide to swings to monkey bars. And watching them, I had
this uncanny flash: I could already see them as soldiers, rolling and tumbling
down sand-banks in some arid desert; the years compressed, the endless wars
insidiously penetrating that cacophony of childhood joy.
At Tel Hashomer, a jumble of cars jams the entrance. A sea of multicolored
yarmulkes, like polka dots, spreads out across the land. The yeshivas have cast
out their children.
Hundreds of mothers and fathers are now at the gates with their sons for a
last-minute touch, a joke, a hug.
How different from my own encounter with the United States Army. Ordered
to take a physical at Manchester, New Hampshire, I joined a crowd of muscular
farm boys, staunch believers in America. Myself, saturated with the 60’s

antimilitary litany, I steered a clear, venomous course into the doctors’
waiting hands: Peeling off my clothes, I displayed my precious flesh
scraped razor-clean of all hair from head to crotch. “Get that damn pervert
out of here!” one of the examiners shrieked. Beside the straight-laced farm
boys, I am completely deranged, classification: I-Y—“to be drafted only in
a national emergency.”
Years later, nothing can deter my son from joining the Golani, with its
long tradition of fierce encounters. In 1948, when Arab armies invaded
northern Israel, it was the Golani brigade, with severely depleted ranks and
arms shortages, using Molotov cocktails and face-to-face combat, that
stopped the Syrian columns of armor and infantry. In the Jordan Valley,
they halted Iraqi forces. They combined guerrilla tactics with their
commander’s experience in the British army.
Yet in those early years, the brigade included new immigrants,
demoralized by social and economic problems in the transit camps and by
their pitiful equipment. Their Czech rifles had only five rounds; their Sten
guns were cheap throwaways designed for British paratroopers to use until
their “real weapons” were finally dropped. Each battalion’s transport rarely
exceeded one station wagon, a tender van and a single truck.
All this I pick up on the Internet. Yet one item in particular holds me:
One company, annoyed by the battalion commanding officer’s indifference
to their problems, showed him how their boots were tied with string to
keep the soles from dropping off. The C.O. canceled their leave.
Was that the Golani reaction to personal problems? Or was it just some
whacked-out officer? I had heard about a certain hard-core macho element.
My mind, riddled with imagery of exhausting combat maneuvers, gives me
no rest. I must see for myself what goes on there. But how? The basic
training camps, rife with invasions of overprotective Jewish mothers, are
nearly impossible to breach.
A brainstorm: I call the Israeli army spokesman. “I’m a journalist and I’d
like to do a story on my son.” I am all wound up with my pitch: Show the
American Jews that these 18-year-old bookworms are shoring up the Israel
Defense Forces. Not going to college; not traipsing about Europe; but
cleaning those M-16’s and dragging themselves on all-night marches. My
kid, your kid, the neighbor’s son sweating in some desert trench.
After a month-long wait, they give me the green light. My son Meir
takes the wheel; a carton tossed in the truck is filled with Noam’s favorite
junk food. We roar south toward the Dead Sea, then north along the
Jordanian border. The stony alleyways of Jerusalem vanish into dunams of
date palms and blistering heat.
The camp is in a wadi not far from the Jordanian border, at the end of a
bumpy concrete road. The land glows, warm and inviting, and the camp
nestles between the dry hills.
We arrive as the recruits are taking a break. Sprawled out on their beds
are a score of yeshiva boys in rumpled fatigues; Noam and his buddies,
immersed in weaponry, in the ordered tents and the concrete turf, in the
demanding obstacle course and the formations and lingo of the military.
I take a perch in the center of the tent. An IDF spokesman sent over to
guide and monitor me, parks himself in the midst of the yeshiva boys.
Perhaps because they are bored, or tired, or because I’m the father of one
of their buddies, or maybe even because what I’m asking actually activates
thoughts and feelings buried beneath the new layerings of army life, they
show me something of themselves—their radiant youth, their näiveté, their
surprising belief in this difficult land and the stiff-necked people they have
chosen to defend.
Noam takes me around the camp, a tiny, functional microcosm the flip
side of the one on Mount Scopus from which he had come. The subtle
logistics of Jewish law, the persistent passage from page to page, the singsong rhythm of study have all vanished. I peer at him to see how he is
holding up. Any chinks in the boy’s spirit? Any hints of an abusive macho
creed?
A few weeks later I would see him and his buddies finishing up an 18hour, 50-mile march, each packing a full load, covered with dust and sweat,
marching limp and ragged those last few yards—like so many others in the
prime of life, paying so heavily to sustain this precious, turbulent land.
Myself, as I watch, filled with a bittersweet wash of pride and pain, the
army of Israel here before me, in which I have invested my own flesh and
blood: historic, mystic, imbued with spectacular shadings of Judah
Maccabee, yet endlessly twisted awry by the nefarious global political
dealings of the day.
The tour of the camp ends and we go to the firing range. The roar of the
weapons is horrific. Noam firing his M-16 with his buddies, then learning
methods of attack. One of the officers tells me: “Yeshiva boys? They’re
very good. They take it seriously and give it their best.” And watching
them, I think of a young Jewish boy who, with his sling and a single stone,
brought down the iron-clad Goliath.
In English, Beit Orot means “House of Light.” As I stand on the firing
range, I sense that these greenhorn soldiers, touched by that light, have
brought a vital portion of it into this camp. The long hours of learning,
sealed silently in their bones, will sustain them, my heart tells me, as they
now learn the vicious art of war. (Hadassah Magazine Jan 2004)

