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POSITION PAPER
Subject:  Lessons in Counterinsurgency:  An Analysis of the Israeli-Hezbollah 2006 Conflict

1.  Thesis Statement:  In their 2006 offensive against Hezbollah, Israeli security forces fell victim to some of the unique “paradoxes” of counterinsurgency (COIN) operations, thereby precluding strategic success.
2.  Key Points:  Israel failed to accomplish all of its operational and strategic objectives due, in part, to shortcomings in the following areas:  
· Historical Principles for Counterinsurgency.  Israel relied heavily on previous lessons in dealing with the Jul-Aug 2006 conflict; these previous lessons may not have been the most advantageous avenue in view of the historical principles of COIN.
· Contemporary Imperatives of Counterinsurgency.  Israel’s significant use of force is examined in regards to effectiveness.
· Paradoxes.  Israeli security forces used massive firepower to gain tactical success.  The paradox is that sometimes the best response is to do nothing.

3.  Discussion:  Understanding the nature of an enemy is critical to attaining operational and strategic success.  This paper provides a critical analysis of the recent Israeli-Hezbollah conflict to provide considerations during future COIN operations. 

4.  Recommendation:  In crafting U.S. COIN strategy, planners must:
· Keep a dispassionate, accurate pulse on the underlying grievances and end state of an insurgency.
· Shun--when possible--uncoordinated, unilateral actions that undermine the legitimacy of a friendly government.
· Avoid aggregating insurgencies with disparate, parochial interests into a larger COIN strategy.
Prepared by:
Kyle Kolthoff, LTC, USA



Ms. DeWonda McComb



Matthew Disch, LCDR, USN


LESSONS IN COUNTERINSURGENCY:  AN ANALYSIS OF THE ISRAELI-HEZBOLLAH 2006 CONFLICT
The July-August 2006 Israeli offensive into southern Lebanon was the latest in a series of violent Israeli-Hezbollah armed conflicts dating back to 1982.  Although both belligerents have since publicly claimed victory in this latest conflict, it seems evident the Israelis failed to achieve all of their political objectives.  Indeed, in their 2006 offensive against Hezbollah, Israeli security forces fell victim to some of the unique “paradoxes” of counterinsurgency (COIN) operations,
 thereby precluding strategic success. 
This assessment will evaluate Israeli strategy and operations during the recent Hezbollah conflict using the principles of COIN discussed in the recently released U.S. Army Counterinsurgency Field Manual (FM) 3-24.  The analysis will walk through an overview of the recent conflict, break down the insurgency to better understand Hezbollah, assess Israeli COIN operations against historical and contemporary COIN principles, and, most importantly, derive significant lessons learned for the U.S. joint force.  A close study of Israel’s COIN strategy--using the construct in FM 3-24--will emphasize some of the key principles in the U.S. Army’s Counterinsurgency Field Manual and assist joint planners in crafting future U.S. COIN strategy.
OVERVIEW OF 2006 ISRAELI-HEZBOLLAH CONFLICT
Since their unilateral withdrawal from southern Lebanon in May 2000, Israeli forces have been incapable of ending the threat of Hezbollah attacks against northern Israeli communities.  Limited border skirmishes along the Blue Line
 and in the Sheba’a Farms region of the disputed Golan Heights became almost routine over the past six years;
 however, tensions increased dramatically on July 12, 2006 when Islamic Resistance
 insurgents abducted two Israeli Defense Force (IDF) soldiers patrolling the border.
  This act served as a catalyst, touching off a bloody 34-day conflict during which both sides attempted to achieve far greater objectives than perhaps originally anticipated.    
The abduction of Israeli soldiers prompted what may be viewed, at least in retrospect, as a three-pronged IDF response.  First, the IDF launched an aggressive air assault on Hezbollah forces and infrastructure throughout Lebanon.  Second, as it became clear that air strikes alone could not preclude continued Hezbollah long-range rocket attacks across the border, IDF ground forces staged a ground offensive into southern Lebanon, reaching just south of the Litani River.  Third, throughout the operation, the Israelis enforced a ground and maritime blockade of the Lebanese border and shoreline in an attempt to stem the flow of weapons and support.  The growing Israeli military activity seems to have been predicated on a corresponding expansion in objectives.  While the initial, stated objective was to secure the release of the abducted soldiers, it invariably expanded to include the defeat of Hezbollah’s supply routes and military capacity.
While Hezbollah stood to gain from growing exposure, it seems unlikely that Hezbollah Secretary-General Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah fully anticipated the scope and intensity of Israel’s response.  Nevertheless, as the conflict expanded, Hezbollah appears to have pursued a variety of short and longer-term objectives (see Figure 1).   Capitalizing on safe havens within Lebanon and Syria and bolstered by the influx of Iranian weapons and technology, the Islamic Resistance put up an unexpectedly effective defense.  
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The 34-day conflict concluded with a cease-fire negotiated as part of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1701 on August 12, 2006.  UNSCR 1701 established the mandate for a robust international stabilization force in southern Lebanon, expanding the existing 2000-strong UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).
  While politicians and media outlets on both sides of the strategic divide tout victory in this latest round of violent conflict, the jury is out on the long-term outcome.  On one hand, Hezbollah emerged victorious merely because it was able to survive the Israeli military onslaught.  On the other hand, Israel may have succeeded at least in degrading Hezbollah’s offensive capability while prompting the deployment of a more robust international peacekeeping force on their perennially unstable northern border.  The point of this analysis is not to reach a verdict on who won in a normative sense, but rather, to examine how shortcomings in Israel’s COIN strategy precluded the accomplishment of all of its operational and strategic objectives. 
One can argue that, at best, Israel achieved mixed results in accomplishing its long-term, strategic objectives for any number of reasons, to include internal political dissension, strained civil-military relations, insufficient or misdirected military force, international condemnation, and lack of long-term public will.  Although the answer is probably a by-product of all these considerations, no doubt one of the enduring, underlying challenges for the Israeli establishment is in understanding the complex and adaptive nature of their enemy.  
UNDERSTANDING THE INSURGENCY
To craft an effective COIN strategy, strategists must first understand the core issues animating insurgent actions.  Without a full understanding of the nature of an insurgency--and, in fact, the broader strategic context in which the insurgency develops and matures--strategists can not correctly identify enemy decisive points or develop logical lines of operation to undermine insurgent legitimacy.  While many contemporary works offer useful models for analyzing insurgent organizations, this essay will break down Hezbollah using the guide for analysis offered in FM 3-24.

Hezbollah, which means “Party of God,” was founded by Shia Muslims in 1982 to resist Israel's invasion of Lebanon.  The group's political and military success has made it a model for other Islamic movements worldwide.  Hezbollah takes its ideological inspiration from the Iranian revolution and the teachings of the late Ayatollah Khomeini.  
Motives


Why does the Hezbollah insurgency exist?  Asking this question helps to determine and evaluate the reasons why Hezbollah continues to wage insurgent warfare against Israel.  A significant motive for Hezbollah is to forge an Islamic government in Lebanon.  According to Adham Saouli, a prominent middle-Eastern political scientist, “Hizbullah is an Islamic movement that subscribes to the Shiite version of Islam."
  Saouli goes on to state that Hezbollah seeks spiritual and political guidance.  Hezbollah believes that an Islamic system of government guarantees justice and dignity for its citizens.   Another motivation for the existence of Hezbollah is Sheba’a Farms.  Until Hezbollah can gain control of Sheba’a Farms, they will continue the ongoing insurgency.  The Washington Institute for Near East Policy states that Israel’s occupation of Sheba’a Farms validates Hezbollah’s continued unrest.
  


One can also contend that Hezbollah serves as a convenient insurgent pawn in a larger Iranian proxy war against Israel.  While this argument is compelling, it fails to account completely for Hezbollah’s ability to garner domestic support and replenish its insurgent ranks.  Clearly, the underlying motive for fighting rests upon a more complex set of enduring, underlying grievances against the government of Israel – grievances that are only nurtured by Israeli military strikes that are perceived as anti-Islamic or indiscriminate in nature. 

Approach

Hezbollah seeks to change the current political system in Lebanon which identifies Hezbollah as a “traditionalist” movement.  FM 3-24 states that, “traditionalists desire a return to some golden age or religious-based value system.  Often their goals are regional or international, and their rigid ideological structure leaves little room for compromise or negotiation.”
  Hezbollah has used several tactics to achieve their objectives.  One of the tactics that Hezbollah uses is gaining financial and logistical support from Iran and Syria to help foster stability and security in Lebanon.   Another means is sporadic use of suicide bombers against Israeli forces.  Although innocent people are often harmed in terror attacks, the insurgency considers this as essential to sustain momentum for the movement.  Using these methods, Hezbollah strives to build support and win the loyalty of the Lebanese populace.  

FM 3-24 discusses Mao’s “Theory of Protracted Popular War” approach that has three phases.  The Hezbollah insurgency appears to be in phase II, a “Strategic Stalemate” -- separating the people from the government and gaining control.
  Currently, Hezbollah is the popular organization in Lebanon that provides health, welfare, and education services to the community, thereby gaining the trust of the people. 
Mobilization Means and Causes


Hezbollah uses a variety of means--to include persuasion, coercion, and foreign support--to accomplish its objectives.  For example, Hezbollah owns a television station which is used to strengthen its threats and psychological warfare against Israel.  Analysis from Izhar Lev states that, “Terrorist organizations thrive on media exposure.  In recent years, Hezbollah has placed itself on the internet.  In keeping with their media tradition, they have maintained a high-standard, multilingual website, which appeals to the masses worldwide.”
  From the aspect of support, Hezbollah’s support comes primarily from within the Shiite community.  Saouli states that supporters of Hezbollah are divided into three groups, to include those who are ideologically oriented, sympathizers, and business-oriented.  The first group is loyal to Hezbollah regardless of changes in the economy or political realities of Lebanon.  The next group is comprised of Shiite sympathizers, who believe that Hezbollah is a protecting force in an insecure environment.  The final group is a business-oriented group that functions in areas of the country where Hezbollah has a greater political and administrative influence.
  Any long-term solution to the Israeli-Hezbollah conflict requires a clear understanding of all three levels of support.
Vulnerabilities

Hezbollah possesses several vulnerabilities, to include an inability to control media outlets, internal strife, and a need for external support.  In some instances an insurgent’s strongest point can be its weakest point.  Hezbollah’s use of the media via the internet is one of its strongest assets; however that asset is also a potential vulnerability.  Denial of service attacks can damage Hezbollah’s media coverage.  When these attacks occur, Hezbollah does not have the ability to execute its propaganda campaigns conveying anti-Israeli messages or maintain its momentum.  According to FM 3-24, controlling the pace and timing of operations is vital to the success of any insurgency.
   For example, in Jul 2006, crossing the borders and sparking a regional crisis may have been initiated too soon.  Proper planning and controlling the beginning and the end is essential.  Failing to accomplish this objective will allow counterinsurgent forces to gain a strategic advantage.  One of the internal vulnerabilities Hezbollah experiences is its lack of control over the more militant clergymen and cadres.  The fact that the sheikh comes from southern Lebanon rather than from the Bekaa valley means that he has been susceptible to diminishing loyalty from commanders and fighters of the Islamic Resistance.  The majority of the Islamic Resistance is strategically centered near the Bekaa valley and pledges close allegiance to Sheikh al-Tufayli.  Hezbollah has also been compelled to limit the scale of its military activity since the summer of 1993.


While this analysis of Hezbollah is necessarily brief, it serves as a foundation for examining Israeli COIN operations in July-August 2006.  It seems evident that political leaders and IDF commanders either failed to appreciate the nature of their enemy or implemented a massive, counter-productive COIN strategy due to broader political imperatives (perhaps driven by ongoing internal conflict in the Occupied Territories and in view of heightened rhetoric from Tehran and Iran’s controversial nuclear program).

SHORTCOMINGS IN ISRAELI COUNTERINSURGENCY OPERATIONS

With this analysis of Hezbollah in hand, one can begin to peel back some of the key challenges encountered by Israel in its most recent conflict with Hezbollah.  These challenges are best understood in terms of relevant historical principles, contemporary imperatives, and, indeed, the “paradoxes” of COIN operations.   

Historical Principles for Counterinsurgency

Israel, as a non-Arab country in the Middle East, is constantly walking a tightrope to demonstrate the legitimacy of its actions in dealing with multiple ongoing insurgencies.  FM 3-24 outlines one of the primary indicators of legitimacy of the government as “The ability to provide security for the populace (including protection from internal and external threats).”
  Taking this requirement at face value, it is easy to understand the Israeli response to the Hezbollah cross-border raid into Israel resulting in the death of eight Israeli soldiers and the kidnapping of two others.
  This singular act tested Israeli operational readiness, undermined the Israeli military deterrent, and demonstrated Israeli inability to protect its populace—thereby challenging the legitimacy of the Israeli government.  

In historical context, the Israeli response could be expected.  Israel has defended its borders vigorously against regional threats since its inception in 1948.  It appears the Israeli approach has evolved over three distinct phases.  Initially, Israel defended its borders through the use of all out war against aggressive neighbors.  Over time, this shifted to an expansion of territory to afford additional safe haven, as was the case in the Six-Day War of 1967.  Today, Israel finds itself defending against both external as well as internal insurgency.  By and large, the Israeli people understand the importance of a strong military response to maintain their sovereignty and to protect the populace.  

 A key historical principle of COIN is to isolate insurgents from their cause and support.
  Israel used the most recent battle with Hezbollah in an attempt to accomplish this very end.  The withdrawal of Syria from Lebanon left a power gap in the region on which Hezbollah capitalized.  Hezbollah was still receiving funding and arms through Syria and Israel correctly perceived this as a threat to their northern border.  Through an attack into Southern Lebanon against Hezbollah, the Israeli leadership felt it could eliminate this support and enhance security.

An additional historical imperative of COIN operations is that political factors are primary.
  In all likelihood, Hezbollah’s abduction of Israeli soldiers in July 2006 was less about military leverage and prisoner exchanges than it was about solidifying Hezbollah’s position in a radically changing Lebanese political environment.
  Israel’s aggressive and unilateral military reaction served to strengthen this key Hezbollah objective by inflaming the Lebanese populace.  Political factors are significant not only in a national sense, but also in terms of international legitimacy.  Israel received much international support at the beginning of the July-August 2006 operation due to the extreme nature of the Hezbollah cross-border attacks.  There was an understanding of the Israeli requirement to protect itself from further attacks.  This support from the international community began to wane as the length of the operation grew and as damage to civilian targets increased.
  
Contemporary Imperatives of Counterinsurgency
One of the most important contemporary imperatives of COIN is using the appropriate level of force.  As outlined in FM 3-24, any use of force generates a series of reactions.  An operation that kills five insurgents is counterproductive if collateral damage leads to the recruitment of fifty more insurgents.
  International support for Israeli military actions began to slide due to reports that the IDF was using cluster bombs in the offensive against Hezbollah.  Human Rights Watch reported on 24 July 2006 that Israel used artillery-fired cluster-munitions in populated areas of Lebanon.
  Israel defended the use of these weapons and declared that there was nothing illegal with the use of the weapons.  Nevertheless, Israel received condemnation from Kenneth Roth, the executive director of Human Rights Watch, when he stated “Cluster munitions are unacceptably inaccurate and unreliable weapons when used around civilians.  They should never be used in populated areas.”
  It can be argued that “all is fair in love and war,” but this argument has lost most, if not all supporters, in the current media age.  Israel lost significant political leverage due to similar reports of civilian casualties throughout the conflict.
Paradoxes

FM 3-24 outlines several paradoxes that may seem counterintuitive to the traditional conduct of military operations.  This section will review some of these paradoxes and how they apply to the Israel-Hezbollah conflict.  The use of cluster bombs by the IDF as outlined above leads to the paradox that, sometimes, the more force is used, the less effective it is.
  Collateral damage caused by the cluster bombs provided negative publicity within the international community and allowed the portrayal of the Israeli forces as brutal in the conduct of the campaign.
Another paradox is that “tactical success guarantees nothing.”
  Israel maneuvered significant ground forces into Southern Lebanon.  These forces dominated the battlefield and achieved tactical wins by securing a significant amount of land with their forces; however, in and of itself, this tactical success did not meet the Israeli objectives identified above.  The strategic and operational objectives of a nation must be weighed against the tactical means used to accomplish the objectives.  Leaders at every level must understand the desired political end state and strategic objectives and be prepared to craft and implement an appropriate strategy to achieve these objectives.
A final paradox discussed in FM 3-24 is that sometimes doing nothing is the best reaction.  The simmering tensions between Israel and the threatening military capabilities of Hezbollah led to a tense situation.  Israel demonstrated a lack of a clearly outlined political strategy when “Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert decided, within only a few hours of the abduction, to eschew diplomacy and authorize the Israeli Defense Forces to launch the detailed plans already prepared for taking the offensive to Hezbollah, without formulating an integrated political-military approach.”
  Israel had numerous political avenues they could have used to react to the incursion.  As Israel continued with military operations, the loss of international support created the need to negotiate for peace prior to achieving the primary stated objectives previously outlined.  Editor James Ward posed a telling question prior to the end of the operation, “…if Israel was willing to reach a deal addressing Hezbollah’s demands, albeit under certain conditions, then was the military campaign and its associated human and material cost, necessary?”
  It is difficult to argue that Israel should have done nothing in response to Hezbollah’s actions, but as stated in FM 3-24, insurgents often carry out a terrorist act or guerilla raid with the primary purpose of enticing counterinsurgents to overreact.
  Hezbollah definitely achieved a significant reaction from Israel.  Only time will tell if they overreacted. 

LESSONS LEARNED FOR THE U.S. JOINT FORCE

Although no two insurgencies are alike--and hence, no solutions universal--students of U.S. security strategy and joint military planning can learn a great deal from analysis of recent COIN campaigns.  The Israeli-Hezbollah conflict is particularly instructive in that Israeli forces were battling an insurgent network based completely outside friendly borders, protected within safe havens, and bolstered by state and non-state actors – a challenge faced by the United States in the ongoing Global War on Terrorism (GWOT).     
To be sure, Israel’s recent conflict with Hezbollah offers multiple examples to underscore the historical and contemporary imperatives of COIN.  It demonstrates the complexity involved in understanding the true nature of an insurgency and in crafting an appropriate, multi-pronged COIN strategy.  While it would be naïve to imply that senior Israeli political and military leaders do not understand the nature and objectives of Hezbollah, there certainly appears to be a disparity between Israeli political goals and recent COIN strategy.  Part of this disconnect may be attributable to political imperatives.  Another aspect, however, may be a narrow interpretation of Hezbollah violence and the impact of heavy-handed COIN operations.  Keeping a dispassionate, accurate pulse on the underlying grievances and end state of an insurgency is the most difficult, though most important aspect of any nation’s COIN strategy--perhaps the most important aspect in avoiding the pitfalls and “paradoxes” of COIN.  
Two parting lessons learned may bear fruit for U.S. COIN operations, particularly in the ongoing GWOT.  First, the Israelis likely discovered that undermining the legitimacy of the nascent, struggling Lebanese government is counter-productive to long-term stability along the border.  The government of Israel must understand that Hezbollah is an insurgency that challenges Lebanese autonomy and legitimacy every bit as much as it does Israeli security.  As such, any long-term solution to Hezbollah-sponsored violence will require a Lebanese face.  Likewise, U.S. policy-makers and military strategists should recognize that uncoordinated, unilateral COIN activity
 that undermines the legitimacy of a friendly government may not serve long-term U.S. vital interests.

Finally, there is an inherent danger in aggregating insurgencies with disparate, parochial interests into a larger COIN strategy.
  Although groups such as Hamas, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, and Hezbollah may have similarities or areas of overlap,
 the underlying grievances and strategic objectives of each group vary dramatically.  A well-conceived Israeli COIN strategy must target each insurgent organization in the region with a degree of precision that precludes a “one size fits all” approach--a lesson that applies equally well in places such as Iraq, Afghanistan, and the future battlefields in the U.S. struggle against violent extremism.  
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� The term “paradoxes” of counterinsurgency operations is coined in the U.S. Army Counterinsurgency Field Manual:  Department of the Army, Field Manual No. 3-24, Counterinsurgency (Washington, D.C., 15 December 2006), 1-26.


� Blue Line refers to the UN-approved international border between Lebanon and Israel.


� Usually characterized by the exchange of Hezbollah rocket attacks and Israeli air strikes.


� Islamic Resistance (Al-Muqawama) is the militant, armed wing of Hezbollah.


� Killing eight additional IDF soldiers in the process.


� United Nations, Report to the Secretary General on the Implementation of Security Council Resolution 1701 (2006), Submitted by the Security Council, 12 September 2006, S/2006/730.





� FM 3-24 incorporates many of the best practices from contemporary works.  In addition, it is the model now instilled in U.S. doctrine.  Using this framework allows the authors and readers alike to understand the complex, inter-related aspects of an insurgency.  No doubt, asking the right questions about an insurgency up front allows the strategist to craft a more informed and targeted COIN campaign plan.
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� Examples include air strikes against insurgent targets in countries such as Pakistan, Yemen, or Sudan where the immediate payoff may not justify the negative long-term consequences.
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