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U.S.-Israeli Tectonics
by Haim Malka

People have dismissed tremors in the U.S.-Israeli partnership for more than a
decade, yet beneath the surface the signs are clear. The tectonic plates of three
core assumptions of the partnership are shifting. While an earthquake is not
imminent, the topography of the relationship is changing in important ways.

First, America’s defense commitment to Israel is becoming more difficult to
ensure. Many supporters of Israel declare this as an ironclad guarantee, and the
United States has backed up its political declarations by spending almost $100
billion over a half-century to ensure that Israel’s advanced weaponry gave it a
qualitative military edge against its adversaries. The political commitment is so
strong that the concept of Israel’s qualitative military edge has been enshrined
in U.S. law.

That aid has been crucial. U.S. support helped Israel neutralize conventional
military threats from surrounding states and establish Israel as the dominant
regional military force. Several of those states decided to make peace with
Israel. Those countries that have been holding out have little illusion of ever
defeating Israel on the battlefield, and even quietly cooperate.

The problem, however, is that Israel’s primary threats are no longer conventional,
but asymmetric threats from groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas, and potential
ballistic missile strikes from Iran. Israeli military leaders predict that Hezbollah
will fire thousands of missiles and rockets at Israeli cities in their next war. Such
strikes would paralyze Israel’s transportation and industrial infrastructure while
putting millions of Israelis at risk.

Iran is a different kind of threat that many Israelis believe threatens their very
existence. Israelis often worry that if Iran were to launch a nuclear weapon
at Israel, they would at most have several minutes of warning. The idea of

(continued on page 2)

Congressional Testimony: “U.S. Policy in North Africa”

On November 4, 2015, Haim Malka testified before the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee on “U.S. Policy in North Africa.” In his statement,
Malka highlighted both the risk and opportunity in the Maghreb, and
outlined three important factors shaping the region which directly affect U.S.
interests. First, Libya has become the Islamic State’s most important base
outside of Syria and Iraq and is emerging as a new hub for regional jihad.
Second, Tunisia’s democratic transition has made progress, but remains
vulnerable to political polarization, economic stagnation, terrorism, and deep
socioeconomic challenges which help fuel radicalism. Third, the Maghreb
is deeply networked into Europe, the Middle East, and Sub-Saharan Africa
which affects a wide range of global U.S. interests far beyond the region.
Malka argued for a long-term investment approach to U.S. engagement in
the region and prioritizing assistance to at-risk countries that show potential,
such as Tunisia. You can find a video recording of the hearing along with a
copy of Malka’s written testimony HERE. m

Playing With Fire

For last September’s Eid holiday, the
Syrian government set up small amusement
parks in Damascus. Police patrolled the
sites around the clock to ensure that all the
rides met regulations, and to ensure that
no one was tempted to introduce anything
that would seem like war—especially
fireworks, firecrackers, or target games.
The parks filled with excited children.

In the besieged rebel-held suburb of
Eastern Ghouta, a different scene unfolded.
There, hundreds of children gathered in
the only place their parents would allow—
an underground bunker. Local activists
built the subterranean playground and
furnished it with artificial plants. There
was no sunlight.

Between 10,000 and 25,000 children
have been killed in Syria’s violence. In
the territory it controls, the Assad regime
works to provide at least partial isolation
from that violence, allowing rituals of
civilian life to continue. Schools remain
open, and state media features dance
recitals, science fairs, and charity efforts
for children displaced from the front lines.

Elsewhere, the story is different. In

opposition-held areas of  Aleppo,
government shelling has forced 140
schools into basements. In Ghouta,

schools have adjusted their schedules to
avoid the heaviest government bombing.
Even “child-friendly” spaces created by
aid groups remain vulnerable—a reality
underscored when mortars killed six
children playing in a UNICEF-designated
“safe space.”

For families in areas ruled by the Assad
government, extraordinary efforts are
being made to protect normal childhoods.
In opposition areas, that same government
is making extraordinary efforts to disrupt
them. m
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providing Israel with more advanced weapons platforms and ammunition such as
the B-52 bomber and massive ordnance penetrators to mitigate Israeli anxiety and
help smooth relations midjudge both the nature of Israel’s threats and how Israelis
perceive those threats. In reality, there is no weapon system, amount of aid, or
political guarantee that will cure Israel’s anxiety on the Iranian nuclear threat.

Deterring surrounding Arab armies was relatively straightforward, but addressing
these kinds of threats is increasingly difficult. In 2014, it took Israel seven weeks
to subdue Hamas rockets, and doing so failed to change the strategic balance
in Gaza. The problem is not all Israel’s. U.S. military planners face their own
challenges addressing asymmetric threats. In Iraq and Afghanistan, the United
States deployed hundreds of thousands of troops and spent more than a trillion
dollars to subdue nonconventional forces, but still struggled. While U.S. aid has
helped Israel mitigate missile threats by building an integrated missile defense
system, there is no commitment that can protect the Israeli home front or solve the
deeper problems that asymmetrical and unconventional threats pose.

Second, the partnership faces a growing strategic disconnect. Israeli and American
perceptions have never been in complete harmony, but there was enough of a
common organizing principle to overcome different strategic perceptions and
priorities. In the 1970s and 1980s they were bound by the Cold War, in the 1990s
by the shared project of Arab-Israeli peace, and after the September 11, 2001,
attacks the global war on terrorism brought them together.

Today’s Middle East provides little of the same unity. Israel no longer fits into U.S.
regional strategy as it once did, in part because there is no coherent strategy, but
rather a series of policies. The problem for Israel is deeper, however. Israel fears
that the United States is disengaging from the region and recalibrating its policy
to cooperate more closely with Iran. That fuels Israeli anxiety over a regional
leadership vacuum that will leave it more vulnerable at a time when Iran is gaining
influence and closing the military technological gap.

The governments of the United States and Israel have fundamentally contradictory
policies on Iran, in addition to multiple strategic disagreements on everything
from Syria strategy to advanced U.S. weapon sales to Arab governments. Further,
many of these challenges are only beginning. Verifying and implementing the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action will cause ongoing tension and conflict over
what constitutes Iranian violations and how to address them. And on top of all that,
despite dim prospects for progress, the Palestinian issue will remain a fault line in
U.S.-Israeli relations.

Third, Israel has once again become a partisan issue in American politics. It took
Israel and its U.S.-based allies nearly four decades to turn U.S. support from a
narrow partisan pursuit to a bipartisan staple of American politics. That consensus
is breaking down, partly because the centers of Israeli domestic politics and U.S.
domestic politics are diverging. The U.S.-Israel relationship was forged at a
time when Israel was center-left, and Israel’s subsequent rightward shift has not
been matched consistently in the United States. Increasingly, the current Israeli
government feels more comfortable with the Republican Party, and the prime
minister rather publicly aligned with congressional Republicans in an effort to
undermine the president’s agenda on Iran. Congressional Democratic support for
Israel remains strong, to be sure, but among the public, partisan differences on
Israel are increasingly visible.

The next U.S. president will surely have warmer relations with Israel’s prime
minister, and upgraded levels of military assistance will help give the impression
that the partnership has been reset. The U.S.-Israeli partnership will endure,
but further tremors lie ahead. The two sides will not only need to manage those
differences carefully, but also appreciate the ways in which the foundations on
which the relationship was built are shifting. m

This month’s newsletter also appears in CSIS’s 2016 Global Forecast.

Links of Interest

Dr. P. R. Kumaraswamy spoke at
a CSIS Middle East Program Gulf
Roundtable entitled “India between
Iran and the Gulf” on October 5, 2015.

Jon Alterman gave an introduction at
a CSIS-Schieffer Series Dialogue on
Syria on November 3, 2015.

CNN featured Jon Alterman in its
video, “UK leader: ‘More likely than
not” bomb brought down Russian
plane.”

Haim Malka published a piece in
Defense One, “As Jihadis Gather in
Libya, Tunisia Struggles To Fend
Them Off.”

Bloomberg quoted Jon Alterman
in “Putin’s October Surprise May
Be a Nightmare for Presidential
Candidates.”
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