
 

Yossi Alpher says the most urgent security concern facing Israel is the total unpredictability of the ongoing unrest in Syria.
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Israel and a turbulent Middle East
 

Yossi Alpher is an Israeli consultant and commentator on strategic
issues who was in Ottawa last week as part of a tour organized by
Canadian Friends of Peace Now. A one-time intelligence officer,
between 1981 and 1985, he was associated with the Jaffee Center for
Strategic Studies at Tel Aviv University where he produced the widely
cited &#8220;Alpher Plan&#8221; for an Israeli-Palestinian peace
settlement. Alpher recent met with the Citizen editorial board. The
following is an edited and abbreviated version of an hour-long
exchange.
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How do you think the realignments of the Arab Spring will affect any peace process between
the Palestinians and Israel?

It’s very nuanced situation. Beginning with Egypt, the good news is that the Muslim Brotherhood took



over and did not cancel the peace treaty (between Israel and Egypt). They have given the Egyptian
military a fairly free hand to actually enhance its security co-operation with us compared to the Mubarak
era. And they are trying to some extent at least to play a constructive role between Israel and Hamas.

There is a very complex relationship between these two branches of the Muslim Brotherhood. Hamas,
which won the (Palestinian parliamentary) election fair and square in 2006, and can take credit for
being the first Muslim Brotherhood to be elected in an Arab country long before the Arab Spring, was
expecting their Egyptian brethren to be extremely co-operative compared to (former Egyptian president
Hosni) Mubarak. But that has not been the case.

The Egyptians under the Muslim Brotherhood are finally closing down all those (smuggling) tunnels
under the Gaza-Sinai border. They are certainly more industrious about it than they were under
Mubarak.

Also, with the good offices of the Egyptian army and the blessing of the Muslim Brotherhood, (Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin) Netanyahu’s government is making more progress in indirectly negotiating
with Hamas on non-peace issues (such as) opening up the blockade and granting more economic
access (to Gaza). This is more progress than we saw under Mubarak.

On the other hand, the Muslim Brotherhood has not been very successful trying to negotiate between
Hamas and the PLO. Not that Mubarak was successful, but they aspire to do this. They also don’t want
to let Turkey get involved in trying to mediate between Israel and Hamas or between Israel and the
PLO. The Egyptians want to keep the Turks at arm’s length.

The next main aspect of the Arab revolutionary wave that interests us is in Syria. In all the other
revolutions — Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, Libya — what you saw was a regime fall to be replaced by a new
regime, democratically elected in some cases. What you’re witnessing in Syria is a totally different
picture.

What’s happening in Syria is the most urgent security preoccupation for Israel. The most important
security concern for Israel is Iran, but the most urgent one is the total unpredictability of what’s going on
is Syria.

This is not simply the prospect of a regime falling and being replaced by an alternative regime. From
the Middle Eastern standpoint and, maybe, even from an international perspective, the civil war in Syria
is an earth-shaking event. We are witnessing the demise of the post-Ottoman Levant state-system that
was put in place almost 100 years ago by the British and the French. There’s the possibility of Syria
and even Lebanon and/or Iraq dissolving into ethnic components.

If Assad falls, if he’s replaced by an Islamist regime that gets its hands on chemical and
biological weaponry, is that a casus belli for war as far as Israel is concerned?

It’s not a matter of “if.” Assad will fall. That will be extremely problematic. The only clear benefit of
Assad’s fall that you can point to, from an Israeli standpoint, is that it pushes Iran out of the Levant.



Iran is closely allied with the Assad regime and Hezbollah and needs Syria to continue its support for
Hezbollah. If Assad goes, this is a blow to Iran and Iran’s interests, and might even affect its nuclear
program. It would certainly weaken Iran. Iran has tried through supporting Hezbollah in southern
Lebanon to build a deterrent — with 40,000 rockets — against Israeli interference with its nuclear
program. If Hezbollah is weakened this deterrent is weakened. That’s the potential good news.

The potential bad news is who takes over in Syria. It could be Salafists or it could even be a branch of
the Muslim Brotherhood that doesn’t fall back on a previously existing peace agreement like that
between Israel and Egypt. (But) the more likely development is simply chaos and fragmentation. And
here you encounter many possible scenarios. One possible scenario is that Assad’s militias, together
with Hezbollah and the Iranians, concentrate their efforts on cleaning out the Alawite homeland on the
coast north of Lebanon and expand Hezbollah’s grip on southern Lebanon into Syria and then they’ll
want to link the two. This is why you see these pogroms against Sunni villages in the Hama-Homs area
(of western Syria just north of Lebanon). They are pushing to give the coastal enclaves some depth.

How might this situation affect the policies of President Barack Obama’s administration? Is it
wise to stay out of Syria?

It’s wise to stay out. Obama came to Israel in March and this was one of three issues on his agenda —
Iran, the Palestinian issue and Syria. Israel and the U.S. see pretty much eye to eye on Syria. I have no
problem at all with Obama fearing having boots on the ground, fearing some scenario involving non-
conventional weaponry will draw in the U.S. the way it drew it into Iraq.

The only problem the Israelis have is that he has set red lines, especially with regard to chemical
weaponry, and now he’s using lawyerly language to avoid backing them up. Our red line is if the
weapons fall into the wrong hands. If Obama doesn’t back up this red line, will he back up red lines
regarding Iran’s nuclear program?

Does Canada have a role in all of this?

Canada is seen by Israel as a very friendly country, particularly with this Canadian government which is
committed to the two-state solution. If there is some positive development toward some kind of
movement on the Palestinian issue, and Canada were to weigh in on the side of that movement against
more extreme Israelis and Palestinians it could have some effect precisely because Canada is so
friendly. That would be seen differently by Israelis than Britain or France weighing in on the same
issue.

There’s some resistance, particularly among the old guard in the Canadian diplomatic community, to
the Conservatives government’s supportive stance on Israel. Some see this as a detriment to our
involvement in the peace process.

Look, Canada is not central enough to start or stop a peace process. I can see where people might be
upset that Canada is tilting so much toward an Israel that is under a right-wing government, a settler
government, that Netanyahu draws some encouragement from it. But this has not prevented a peace



process.

Yet, having said that, at the right time it would be very good to see Canada use its image (of
friendliness with Israel) in favour of moving the peace process forward, in taking some initiative.

Do you see an evolution in the role of Russia regarding Syria?

The Russians find themselves in effect defending a regime that is behaving monstrously, and that’s
untenable. But when you push them “why,” you find they have a real problem with their own Islamists in
Muslim areas of Russia. There’s been terrorist attacks and assassinations in recent years (originating
from these areas) and when they look south toward the Arab world, they are very concerned that an
Islamist victory in Syria would be exported north.

At another level, the church is powerful in post-communist Russia. It lobbies in Moscow on behalf of
almost half-a-million Greek Orthodox adherents in Syria. There are also 100,000 Russians in Syria.

The Russians simply won’t budge (on the Syrian policies). They say they have their own domestic
reasons why they can’t support the rebels, the rebellion or the spread of radical Islam. They think they’ll
pay a heavy price.

Is there any solution at all to the situation in Syria?

I don’t think you can find a political solution. There may not be a military solution either. We may be
looking at 10 years of chaos, the somalization of Syria. As monstrous as Assad is, he still commands
allegiance from 40 per cent of Syrians, the Alawites and other minorities.

Let’s turn back to what you were saying about Iran being the most “important” security issue
facing Israel. If, when, Iran goes nuclear, does Israel have any alternative but to attack?

First, Israel can remind Obama that he said he wasn’t bluffing about this. Here the gap between Israel’s
red line and the U.S. red line is clear. The two sides have agreed to disagree on this until a moment of
truth comes.

The Israeli red line is Iranian “capability” to put together a bomb. The American red line is the
“existence” of a bomb. Obama has come to Israel and said, “don’t worry, we have the intelligence to
know this and we have the means to destroy this, which you Israelis don’t have.”

That defines the red lines in respect of Israel and the United States, but within Israel there are many
different points of view here as to what we can do, should do. You even have some people who say we
can’t depend on the U.S. and may have to coexist with a nuclear Iran.

Others say we’ll have to do the job, that we might gain a year or two years, but nobody claims we can
do the job alone in any lasting sense.

We’ve had (the former head of Israeli military intelligence) claiming that the Iranians have already
passed Israel’s red line and that by this summer they’ll be able to put together a bomb. He’s a very



level-headed guy and what he said is very ominous.

In Israel, we are living month to month. I would say this year — of course, we’ve been saying this for
many years — but 2013 appears to be a really critical year with regard to what happens.
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