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ABSTRACT

This thesis analyzes the role that donmestic politics
plays in the decision making process of the |eaders of
Israel and Syria wth regard to returning the Colan
Hei ght s.

Many argue that the core issue of the Golan is purely
mlitary, relating to the security buffer that the occupied
territory provides to Israel’s northern settlements. Wile
hol ding the high ground is still a key mlitary tenet when
evaluating terrain, Israel’s security rationale for keeping
the Golan Heights has little credibility, as denonstrated
by former Prinme Mnister Ehud Barak’s readiness to turn
over all but 200 neters of the Golan to Syria during the
| ast round of serious negations between both countries.

| argue that the return of the Golan Heights is not a
bilateral security issue between Israel and Syria but is
instead an internal donmestic matter. The return of the
Gol an depends on donestic politics within each country nore

than it does on mlitary concerns.
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EXECUTI VE SUMVARY

Many argue that that the principle reason |Israel holds
on to the Golan Heights is purely mlitary, relating to the
i ndi spensable strategic buffer =zone, wearly warning and
surveillance capacity, and the advantageous position the
Gol an provides for launching an offensive against Syria.
This latter capability also provides a good neasure of

det errence.

Vil e holding the high ground is still a key mlitary
tenet when evaluating terrain, Israel’s security rationale
for keeping the Golan can be questioned, as evidenced by
former Prime Mnister Ehud Barak’s readiness to turn over
all but 200 neters of the Golan Heights to Syria, during
the | ast round of negotiations between both countries.

Wth the death of President Hafez al -Asad in 2000, his
successor and son, Bashar, faces the sanme chall enges and
i nternal opposition when negotiating wth Israel about the
return of the Golan. Current analysis of the new Syrian

President after his first year in office reveals that he is

still developing his power base, and sone would argue
fighting for his survival. Thus any shift from his
father’s policy regarding the full return of the Golan

Hei ghts woul d be political suicide.1

1 Geoffrey Kenp and Robert E. Harkavy. Strategic Geography and the Changing
M ddl e East. Brookings Institute Press. Washington D.C. 1997: 93.

i X



In this thesis | argue that the Israeli nyth of
keeping the Golan purely for security reasons can be
shatt ered. VWhile the return of the Golan Heights does
create new security concerns for the state of Israel, these
chal | enges can be overcone. \Wat propels the return of the
Golan is not purely a bilateral security issue between
Israel and Syria, but is instead an internal donestic
matter which drives the political decision-nmaking process
in each country. Furthernore, an analysis wll be nmade
conparing the internal politics involved in a hardline
versus a softline approach, and the donestic costs and
benefits of each tactic to resolve the issue of returning
t he Gol an Hei ghts.
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. 1 NTRODUCTI ON

A WHAT | S THE GOLAN

The Golan Heights is a nountainous plateau rising
steeply from the Jordan River valley along Israel’s
nort heast border. It covers approximately 780 square
mles. The average altitude of the heights is 3,200 feet,
with Munt Hernmon in the north rising to an elevation of
7,296 feet. The location and el evation of the Golan Hei ghts
makes it a key geostrategic piece of terrain in the Mddle
East. Since their capture of the Golan Heights from Syria
in the 1967 War, the Israelis have occupied, annexed and
established settlenents on it. There is no greater point
of contention between Israel and Syria today than the ful
wi t hdrawal and conplete return of the CGol an Hei ghts.

B. CAPTURI NG THE GOLAN

During the 1967 War, Israel acquired the CGolan Heights
after two days (9-10 June) of sonme of the fiercest arnor
and infantry assaults of the war. By seizing the Golan the
Israelis negated the threat of a possible Syrian attack
agai nst northern Glil ee. I sraeli artillery and arnor now

commanded the high ground and | ook down on Damascus.

Gven its capture of the Golan Heights the |Israel
government w dely believed that if it played its cards
correctly, it could use the Golan to pave the way for peace
negotiations with Syriaz. On June 19, 1967, the Israeli
Cabi net unaninously voted to return the whole of the Gol an
Hei ghts to Syria in return for peace and dem litarization.3

2 chaim Her zog. The Arab Israeli Wars. Vantage Books, Random House. New York,
1984: 189.

3 |pid: 190.



At the Arab Summt Conference at Khartoum on 1 Septenber
1967, the Arab |eaders passed the “four no’s” resolution -
no talks before withdrawal [from the Golan], no direct
negotiations with Israel, no partial solutions over the
Gol an, no recognition and formal peace with Israel.4 Thus,
the ground was prepared for a further renewal of
hostilities. During the 1973 War, Syria briefly recaptured
a portion of the Golan Heights, but Israel quickly regained
its lost terrain and captured additional Syrian territory.
In 1974, the “lsraeli-Syrian Di sengagenent of Forces
Agreenment” was signed.5 Both Israel and Syria recognized
that the di sengagenent of forces was the first step towards
a just and durable peace based on UN Resol utions 242 and
338.6 President Hafez al-Asad al so made verbal comm tnents
not to allow guerrilla raids from the Syrian side of the
di sengagenent line.7” Because of this agreenent, there has
been no major conflict on the Golan since 1973.
C. ANNEXATI ON

On Decenber 14, 1981, Israel passed legislation to
bring the Golan Heights under | sraeli civil I aw,
jurisdiction and admnistration.s? The United States
criticized the Israeli action and the UN Security Counci

unani mously adopted Resolution 497, declaring the Israel

action “null and void and wthout international |egal;
effect.”9

4 | pid: 191.

5 Mihammad Mslih. “Dat el i ne Damascus: Asad is Ready.” Foreign Policy, No. 96,

Fal | 1994: 145.

6 UNR 242 calls for the withdrawal of Israeli arnmed forces from all occupied
territories and the recognition of the Israeli state. UNR 338 proclainms that the
Golan is sovereign territory of Syria.

7 Mislih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 146.

8 Aryeh Shalev. Israel and Syria: Peace and Security on the Golan. West vi ew
Press. Boulder Co. 1994: 82.

9 UN Security Council Resolution 497 of December 17, 1981. Shal ev: 85.
2



D. DI LEMVAS FACI NG | SRAEL

Since Israel controls the Golan, it can dictate the
ternms about how it will be returned, as well as the tine
frame in which the handover will be conpleted. Many argue
that the core issue for Israel keeping the Golan Heights is
purely mlitary, relating to the indispensable strategic
buffer zone, early warning and surveillance capacity and
t he advant ageous position the Golan provides for |aunching
an offensive against Syria. This latter capability also

provi des a good neasure of deterrence.

While holding the high ground is still a key mlitary
tenet when evaluating terrain, Israel’s security rationale
for keeping the Golan can be seriously questioned, wth
former Prime Mnister Ehud Barak’s readiness to turn over
all but 200 neters of the Golan Heights to Syria, during
the last round of serious negotiations between each
country.

E. DI LEMVAS FACI NG SYRI A

Wth the death of President Hafiz al-Assad in June of
2000, his successor and son, Bashar, faces the sane
chall enges and internal opposition as his father, when
negotiating with Israel over the return of the Golan. After
his first year in office he is still developing his power
base, and sone would argue fighting for his survival. Thus
any shift from his father’'s policy regarding the ful

return of the Golan Hei ghts would be political suicide.10

10 Geoffrey Kenp and Robert E. Harkavy. Strategic Geography and the Changing
M ddl e East. Brookings Institute Press. Washington D.C. 1997: 93.

3



F. THESI S

The Israeli nmyth of keeping the Golan purely for
security reasons can be shattered. Wile the return of the
Gol an Heights does create new security concerns for the
state of Israel, these challenges can be overcone. What
prevents the return of the Golan is not purely a bilatera
security issue between Israel and Syria but is instead

driven by internal donestic politics.

In this thesis | conpare the internal politics of a
hardline verses a softline approach and the donestic costs
and benefits of each tactic, in order to resolve the issue
of returning the Golan Heights.



1. SECURITY | SSUES | MPACTI NG GOLAN NEGOTI ATl ONS

A. M LI TARY: STRATEGI C TERRAI N

The Golan is «certainly inportant to Israel for
security reasons. However, further analysis wll reveal
that the security rationale for keeping the Golan Heights
is inflated. Gven nost Syrian armanents threaten both the
| sraeli Defense Forces as well as the civilian popul ation,
there is a concern anong nmany Israelis that Syria could
nmount another attack against northern Israel through the
Gol an. Many Israelis fiercely insist that the Golan is a
critical strategic buffer and the intelligence facilities
on the slope of Munt Hernon are indispensable, providing
extensive visual and electronic intelligence, whi ch
produces vital, detailed tactical and strategic early

war ni ng dat a. 11

Yet, Israel has sufficient intelligence assets to
offset the loss of its intelligence facilities on the Gol an
Heights and should suffer no mjor loss in warning
capabilities by withdrawing from the Golan.12 Israel has
anple ground and airborne intelligence assets available to

replace crucial data gathered on the Golan itself.13

11 |srael places high inportance on early warning. Wth a small standing arny of
136,000 Israel nomnally requires 24-96 hours to fully nobilize, equip and depl oy
its 363,000 reserve soldiers to the battle zone.

12 Got owi cki: 41.

13 |srael's intelli gence assets include the newy devel oped Phalcon Airborne
Early Warning aircraft. The Phal con enploys a phased-array radar with Myving Target
Indictor (MIl) node capabilities, which allows it to sinultaneously track 100
ground, or air targets to a range of 250 mles, (well beyond what would be needed
for Golan surveillance). Israel also has MIl capable radars mounted on sonme of its
reconnai ssance fighter aircraft, which can provide early warning out to 50 mles.
In conjunction with these systens, Israel also has a variety of airborne nmounted,
| ong range, el ectro-optical ELI NT (electronic intelligence), SI GI NT
(signal/comunications intelligence), thernal signature, FLIR (forward |ooking
infrared radar, SLAR (side |ooking airborne radar), remptely piloted vehicle, and
bal | oon aerostat intelligence systems. Source: Jane’s Radar and Electronic Warfare
Systenms 2000- 2001: 84, 204, 343, 462.
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Additionally, 71 percent of Israeli reserve generals think
that security arrangenents are possible if nuch of the
Golan is returned to Syria.l4 Indeed Israeli mlitary
experts widely agree that the Golan has |ost nuch, if not
nost of its mlitary inportance to Israel since 1967.15 In
mlitary terns, |srael does not need peace with Syria;16
Israel maintains a pronounced mlitary superiority over

Syria and the border has been quiet and stable since 1974.

In many Israeli circles the status quo is acceptable.
If we evaluate the mlitary bal ance of powers, the need to
keep the Golan for security reasons becones difficult to
rationalize. W nust |look at two factors when conparing
mlitary balance: nunbers and potency. The aggregate
difference between the Israeli and Syrian mlitaries is not
significantly large.1” But Israel has the force multiplier

of possessing a greater nunmber of ground operating systens

that are nore potent and advanced. In conbat aircraft the
Israeli Ar Force (IDF) is the regions’ nost effective
fighting force. The | DF commands unquestioned nunerical

and technol ogical capabilities over Syria. Although Syria
can cause substantial damage to Israel, it cannot win a war
against it. Syria does have significant arned forces but
nost experts contend that its mlitary cannot project or

sustain its power far beyond its borders.18 Today, the

14 puslih.  “The Golan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calculations:” The Mddle
East Journal, Vol.47, No. 4 Autum 1993: 625.
15 Aryeh Shal ev. I srael and Syria: Peace and Security on the Golan. Westview

Press, Boul der CO. 1994:

16 Stephen H. Gotowi cki. Considering a U S. Mlitary Force on the Golan. Edited
by Stephen C. Pelletiere. The Peace Process, Phase One. Strategic Studies Institute,
U.S. Arny War College, Carlisle Barracks PA 1997: 33.

17 | pid: 31.
18 Got owi cki: 33.



Syrian Air Force is basically non-existent and the rest of

the mlitary is in poor shape.

It is very difficult to imgine any conpelling reasons
why Syria would attack Israel if Israel withdrew from the
Gol an Heights. Syria is no match for Israel in terns of
econonm ¢ devel opnent and mlitary prowess.19 An attack upon
Israel from the Golan would carry significant strategic
risks for Syria. It would likely precipitate an Israeli
mlitary ground response outflanking Syrian forces through
Lebanon (the Bekaa Valley) or threatening Damascus through
Jordan. In either case, Syria would be hard pressed to
effectively respond. The Israeli Ar Force would also
conduct a punitive air canpaign against high-value Syrian
targets and cities. Additionally, the Syrians take
seriously (as do nost of the Arab states), the threat posed
by the reputed Israeli nuclear arsenal. Thus a state of
peace and economc cooperation is the best security
arrangenent for Syria.

B. SETTLEMENTS

| srael placed the Golan under mlitary admnistration,
and began to establish settlenents in late 1967.20 |t was
considered inperative that colonization should begin
wi t hout delay, with the fundanmental objective to anchor the
Golan to Israel through agriculture. 21 It had previously
been thought that the Kkibbutzim and nobshavim nmanned by
Israelis, would act as defensive field fortifications,

whi ch woul d disrupt guerilla routes. But, as was seen in

19 puslih. “The Golan: |Israel, Syria and Strategic Calcul ations:” 625.

20 wWlliam Wlson Harris. Taki ng Root: Israeli Settlenments in the Wst Bank, the
Golan and Gaza-Sinai, 1967-1980. Research Studies Press. Letchworth England,
1980: 67.

21 Harris: 62.



the face of massed tank formations in 1973, the idea proved

to be aliability.?22

The 1973 War (6-24 Cctober) interrupted the expansion
of settlenments in the Golan. In the face of the great
Syrian tank assault of 6-8 October 1973, all settlenent
sites had to be evacuated on the first day of the war. The
evacuation of the settlements diverted a significant
portion of the Israeli Defense Forces’ (IDF) mlitary
capability. After a successful counter-attack and a return
to normalcy, the long-standing strategy that «civilian
settlements were of mlitary value was brought into
guestion.23 After the 1973 War sone argued that there was a
certain illogic in Israeli references to the Golan as a
strategic buffer just because it had been occupied and
settl ed. As the 1973 war proved a buffer zone that is

settled is no buffer zone. 24

According to Ze'ev WMaoz, Director of the Jaffee
Center, the claim that the Golan provides strategic depth
that protects Galilee has led to an absurdity:

we are sinply transferring the Galilee to the
Golan, and the problem of defending the Golan
today will turn into the problem of how to defend
the Jew sh population of the Golan in few years
hence. The settlers would likely inhibit the IDFs
strategi c response to Syrian aggression. 25

22 |pid: 71.

23 Harris: 71.
24 ot owi cki: 26.
25 |pid: 26.



Syrian officials also question the logic underlying
the security value that the |Israelis attach to the
settlenents. “The Israelis claim that they took the Gol an
to protect their settlements, but then they built new
settlenents on the Golan, sone only three hundred neters

fromour territory.”26

Most people considered the 1973 war to be a
predictable Arab nove to regain lost territory and halt
| srael’s annexation policies. But because the |Israel
| eadership viewed the war as continuing proof that nost
Arabs rejected Israel’s right to exist, the need for
buffers afforded by such areas as the Golan was reinforced

rat her than shaken. 27

The Israeli |eadership remained convinced in its
belief that the settlenments were the best neans of securing
defensi ble borders. Wile settlenent expansion into the
Gol an continued, there was resistance from sone |eft-w ng
Cabi net nenbers, in whose view such activity placed an

undesi rabl e constraint on Israel’s negotiating position.?28

The post-war controversy generated frequent press
attacks, real unease in the Arny and sone erosion of public

support for the Golan settlenents.?29

Despite Israeli donestic politics over colonization of
the Golan, the construction of settlenents prevailed
because in the governnent’s view, the settlenment system had

to be strengthened to establish the mlitary presence in a

26 Comments by President Hafaz al-Asad to President Jimmy Carter. Mislih: “The
Gol an: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calcul ations:” 628.

27 Harris: 71.
28 |pid: 72.
29 Harris: 80.



vital buffer zone.30 Additionally, the success of the
settlers’ |obbies, as settlers sought to insert thenselves
into the public consciousness and into the political
system greatly changed the donestic political realities of

the settlement program 31

What today anmount to forty-two Israeli settlenents,
which contain 20,000 settlers32, constitute a significant
political problem for the Israeli government and are one
factor driving the internal political debate over the
return of the Gol an Hei ghts.

Many |Israelis are adverse to the idea of dismantling
Jew sh settlenents. In any accord, Syria wll certainly
insist upon their renmoval. The Syrian demand could lead to
a percentage of the 20,000 settlers who are deeply tied to
their land to refuse to |eave their hones peaceably. This

rai ses the specter of Yamt33 for the Israeli governnent.

O hers Israelis do not rule out evacuation of sone
Jewi sh settlenents and then argue that just as there are
many Arabs living under Israeli rule, there is no reason to

prevent Israelis fromliving under Arab rule. 34

Three political obstacles stand in the way of
dismantling the settlenments on the Golan: the powerful
Gol an Lobby, the strong opposition by Labor hardliners, and

30 |pid: 82.
31 |pid: 96.

32 The world Fact book, 2000, Washi ngt on DC: Central Intelligence
Agency: www. odci . gov/ ci al/ publications/fact book/index.htm .

33 vanmit was an Israeli settlenent in the Sinai that was evacuated by force by
the Israeli governnent, during the withdrawal of the IDF from the Sinai in 1982.
The extensive press coverage resulted in significant enbarrassnent to the Likud-Ied
governnent .

34 Muslih.  “The Gol an: I srael-Syria and Strategic Cal cul ations:” 623.
10



nmost of the right wing parties in Israel politics.3 It is
from these groups that top politicians, who take a hardline
approach to returning the Golan, gain their greatest
support and biggest political payoff.
C. WATER

Water is second only to security in inportance to
Israel when it conmes to the GColan. Approxi mately 30
percent of Israel’s national water supply cones from the
Gol an. 36

For Israel, control of the Golan Heights not only
bol sters its strategic position but also enhances its
control of regional water sources. For instance the
headwaters of the Jordan River originate on Munt Hernon
Additionally, the Golan receives a |lot of precipitation and
has inportant cachnment areas that hold substanti al
guantities of water, which find their way to the Jordan

River, and into Israel’s water supply.

Israeli right-wing parties regularly cite the water
that cones fromthe Golan as one of their nmin reasons for

wanting |Israel to keep the Heights. 37

Syrian-lsraeli confrontation to mani pulate the waters
of the Jordan River escalated in the 1960s even before
| srael occupied the Golan. The inportance of water sources
on the Golan bore heavily on Israel’s initial policy
decision of creeping annexation and Syria's determ nation
to oppose and resist such action, regardless of the price.38

In 1963-64, |srael proceeded wth a plan to divert sonme of

35 | bid: 623.
36 Kemp: 105.

37 Julian Ozanne and David Gardner. M ddle East peace would be a nmirage wthout a
wat er deal. Financial Tinmes. August 8, 1995: 3.

38 Muslih. “The Golan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Cal cul ations:” 620.
11



the water from the Jordan R ver to expand agricultural
settlement in the Negev Desert.3® The plan called for the
construction of a drainage ditch in a disputed area where a
spring was | ocated, supposedly believed to be the source of
the Jordan River. Syria threatened to go to war in order
to abort this project.40 The project did result in an

escal ati on of tension, which resulted in a clash.41

At the Arab Summit Conference held in Cairo in 1964, a
decision was made to divert the tributaries of the Jordan
as part of a conprehensive Arab strategy to confront
| srael .42 The resulting conflict, known as the “war over
the waters43”, escalated in the fall of 1964, when Syria
commenced work on its diversion schene to deny Israel
water, by attenpting to divert the flow of two of the three
springs on the Golan that feed the Jordan River. The Syrian
project was effectively halted between March 1965 and July
1966, when lIsraeli jets and tanks in four separate border
cl ashes destroyed the engineering equipnent wused to

construct the canal . 44

Water remains a key strategic issue in the Mddle

East, particularly in those exact spots where it is to be

39 ghal ev: 157.

40 |tamar Rabi novich. The Brink of Peace: The Israeli-Syrian Negotiations.
Princeton University Press, 1998: Rabinovich: 20.

41 On November 13, 1964, in the northern area of the arnmistice demarcation,
particularly in the Ayn Tall al-Qadi area, the Syrians opened fire at an Israeli
mlitary patrol that had encroached upon disputed territory. |Israel resorted to air
power, and before a cease-fire becane effective three Israeli solders had been
killed and nine wounded; on the Syrian side, seven people had been killed and
twenty-six injured nostly civilian. UN Report, S/6061, Novermber 24, 1964 as quoted
in, Mihammad Mislih. “The CGolan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calculations.” The
M ddl e East Journal. Vol. 47, No. 4: 620.

42 shal ev: 159 and Rabi novich: 20.

43 The term “the war over the waters” was used in The Golan Heights: A Vital
Strategic Asset for Israel, by David Eshel in: From Rabin To Netanyahu: Israel’s
Troubl ed Agenda. Edited by Efraim Karsh. Frank Cass and Co. Ltd, 1997: 229.

44 ghal ev: 160-161.
12



found. The fact that the water situation has deteriorated
progressively as the countries in the region have faced
greater water shortages nakes the water dinension of the

| sraeli-Syrian conflict particularly significant.

Al though many observers agree that the control and
utilization of the waters enmanating from the Golan can be
successfully achieved through international nmanagenent in
order to benefit all sides, one point that cannot be
mnimzed is the fact that Israel will need sone type of
iron-clad guarantees that current water flows wll
continue, and an equitable distribution of water will have
to be agreed upon before it will ever relinquish control of
t he Gol an Hei ghts. 45

45 Kenp: 334.
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1. THE GOLAN | N | SRAELI DOMVESTI C PQLI TI CS

A. CHALLENGES

It is evident that returning Golan is not sinply a
bilateral security issue between |Israel and Syria, but
rat her has internal domestic inplications, which drives the
political decision-making process in each country. The
political payoffs and penalties for top politicians to
either nmake concessions over the Golan or to take a
hardl i ne approach drives |Israeli domestic policy in

particul ar.

| sraeli public opinion about the withdrawal from the
Gol an shoul d be understood within the |arger context of the
| sraeli-Syrian conflict. Both Israel and Syria mstrust
each other deeply. Syria believes that between 1948 and
1967, |Israel expanded at Syria’ s expense through ruse,
deception, and outright mlitary conquest, while Israelis
mai ntain a deep-seated fear of the potential threat that
Syrian ground troops and weapons on the Golan pose to their

country’s security.

There are three Israeli perspectives regarding the
Golan Heights: First there are those who are anbivalent
about the extent of a potential w thdrawal from the Gol an.
Second, are those who have adopted and seek to retain the
Golan for security reasons. And third are those who
advocate a nore softline approach endorsing full w thdrawal
in return for full peace. Peace is Israel’s ultinmte goal
while total withdrawal to the Israeli-Syrian border of June

4, 1967 is Syria's ultimte goal. Once reconciliation is

15



reached on these two values, mlitary technicians are

likely to be able to finesse the security concerns. 46

Apart from the nore dovish elenents in |Israel
politics, nost Israelis still hesitate to pay the price of
peace with Syria4?, which is the full return of the Gol an

Hei ght s. Thus, a political hardline approach regarding
negotiations with Syria over the Golan Heights holds a
certain appeal. For those top politicians taking a
softline approach, their challenge lies in rallying the

requi red public support for controversial polices (such as
returning the Golan), and nmaking the case that there are
nore risks in maintaining the status quo (with Syria) than
inaltering it.
B. DOVESTI C COSTS AND BENEFI TS OF A HARDLI NE APPROACH
There are those political |eaders who believe that
| srael needs to retain the Golan.48 Their assunption is
based on the agunent that Syria is not ready for peace
and that it cannot be trusted to honor peace because of the

nature of its ruling reginme and Bat hi st ideol ogy. 49

For hardliners, tinme and space are critical conponents
in calculating the nobilization and deploynment of |DF
Reserve units necessary to repel any type of Syrian

aggression. Fromtheir point of view security is territory.

At the 1991 WMadrid Peace Conference Prine Mnister
Shamr was not at all inclined to participate in a peace
conference, for both ideological and security reasons.

Negoti ations between Israel and Syria over the CGolan did

46 Muslih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready: " 154.

47 Muslih. “The Golan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calcul ations:” 625.

48 \pst Likud nembers and a number of Labor hard-liners fall in to this cat egory.
49 Muslih. “The Golan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calcul ations:” 623.
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not flourish during Likud s tenure (1988-1992). The first
team of Israeli-Syria negotiators to enter into bilateral
tal ks in Decenber of 1991 made no appreci abl e headway50 and
gave the inpression they were in Washington for
negoti ati ons when, in effect, both sides had tacitly agreed

to mark tinme together. 51

The donestic costs of this hardline, no-action
approach to the Golan contributed to Shamir 1losing the
election in 1992, when Israeli voters rejected the Lukid
Party and chose instead the center-left Labor block |ed by
Yi t zhak Rabi n52 (to be described bel ow).

In May of 1996 another hardliner Benjam n Netanyahu
was elected as Israeli Premer. His vigorous criticism of
Labor and the Peres governnent, his “peace with security”
mandate by the Israeli public and an unconprom sing
approach towards Syria and the Golan, resulted in a
donmestic pay-off of winning the election and having Likud

returned to power.

The bilateral negotiations which only nonths earlier
(March 1996) seened tantalizingly close to a final
agreenent now faced a 180-degree turnabout.53 The Likud
Party’s hardline approach had already stalemated the
I sraeli-Syrian negotiations in 1992, and Netanyahu appeared

no | ess flexible four years later.

Net anyahu started from a hardline position. He

reiterated canpaign prom ses to undertake no w thdrawal at

50 Hel ena Cobban. Syria and the Peace: A Good Chance M ssed. Strategic Studies
Institute. U S. Arnmy War College, Carlisle Barracks, PA. 1997: 4.

51 pjpes: 54.
52 Muslih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 150.
53 cobban: 3.

17



all from the ol an54, and vowed that he would not be bound

by any of the verbal comm tnents nmade by his predecessors. 55

Israel’s new hardline position under the Likud
regarding the peace talks was that the negotiations should
be resumed “with out prior conditions” and that nothing of

a binding nature had been agreed to by the two countri es. 56

The followng statenment nmade by Yehuda Wl man
Chai rman of the Gol an Hei ghts Regi onal Council, goes a |ong
way to explain the hardline approach taken by top
politicians when dealing with the issue of negotiating the

return of the ol an:

|"m sure that any Israeli governnment that wll
return the Golan Heights wll fall, even if it
returns just one settlenent.

Today, Ariel Sharon has continued wth the Likud
Party’s hardline approach over the return of the Golan.
This only frustrates the Syrians and does little to devel op
and push forward the peace process. Prior to becom ng the
Prime Mnister, Sharon declared that he would never return
t he CGol an Hei ghts.

The following excerpts from an article witten by
Ariel Sharon in Decenber of 1999, highlight his views on
Syria and the return of the Gol an Hei ghts:

54 |n draft governnent guidelines drawn up on June 7 1996, Netanyahu reportedly
wote: “The Colan is an area essential to the existence of Israel. The CGolan is an
i mportant Zionist settlement region of the state that is essential for its security
and for the preservation of its water resources. The governnent wll insist on
Israel’s sovereignty over the Golan in any peace arrangenment, and wll bolster
settl ement enterprises on the Golan.” Cobban: 30-31

55 Cobban: 3
56 Rabi novi ch: 4.
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As Israeli and Syrian teans hurry back to
Washi ngton to resune negotiations, we are told
that Israel nust take it or face war. | believe
this hasty approach is wong and, above al
m sl eadi ng.

First, there nust be no rewards for the
aggressor. In nost conflicts negotiated in this
century, the aggressor paid by losing territory,
as Japan and Gernmany did after Wrld War 11,
Syria attacked Israel three tinmes; in 1948, 1967
and the Yom Kippur War of 1973. From 1948 to
1967, it carried on a war of attrition against
Israeli civilians by attenpting to divert vital
wat er resources fromlsrael.

Now Israel is asked to reward the aggressor by
allowing return of the heights that rise over its
territory fromthe valley bel ow

Know edgeabl e statesnman and strategic experts
have warned that given the nondenocratic,
authoritarian character of the Syria regine and
the unpredictability of what mght take place in
Syria after Hafez al -Asad is no |longer in power,
an Israeli agreenent to return to the 1967
borders could cause Israel to end up with neither
peace nor the Col an Heights.

In the first part of his article, Sharon directly
condermms the Labor Party' s reckless policy regarding the

return of the Golan and the inability to trust the Syrians.

Second, nat i onal defense requires territory.
Most foreign defense experts and senior United
States Arny Oficers, who have visited the Gol an
or studied it, repeat the categorical opinion
that even in the mssile age it is inpossible to
defend |Israel effectively against a ground attack
without mlitary control of the Golan Heights.
The last and only line where an assault by Syria
could be stopped runs through the center of the
hei ght s.
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Fourth, 1Israel nust have control of its water
resour ces, whi ch are of gr eat | ong-term
inportance in an arid region, where there is
al ready shortages. A third of Israel’s water
flows from the Golan Heights and could be
di verted. Israel nust continue to have a
presence near these waters.

Sharon plays the sane hardline tune to the Israeli
politic that the Golan cannot be returned because of

ity and water issues. Wiile the issues are relevant,

can be successfully negoti at ed.
Today Israel is being called upon to neke so-
cal |l ed pai nful conprom ses. It is asked to give

up the Golan, transferring to foreign troops a
maj or building block of its overall capability to
defend itself, deter attacks and assure itself of
early warning if an attack should occur. It is
also asked to bear the painful costs of
transferring 18,000 of its own citizens and
uprooting 33 conmunities, deepeni ng al ready
dangerous divisions in Israeli society. Al this
for what is at best an uncertain nonbelligerency
agreenment ? Thanks, but no thanks.

| believe Israel nust keep the Golan Heights.
Peace is important for Israel, and we all seek
it. But it is no less inportant for the Syrians.
Isn’t it about tine that they were asked to neke
sone pai nful concessions. 57

In his conclusion, Sharon attenpts to wap up the

status quo in a blanket of peace but fails. Sharon knows
as does every Israeli, that peace with Syria nmeans the full
return of the Golan Heights.

57 Ariel Sharon. “Wy Should Israel Reward Syria?” New York Tines. Decenber 28,

1999.
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Si nce assum ng office, Sharon has toned down his
rhetoric and stated that he wants to consider resum ng
| sraeli-Syrian negotiations over the return of the
Gol an wi thout any preconditions. This is exactly what
former Prinme Mnister Netanyahu said, which to the
Syrians sinply neans negotiations for the sake of
negoti ati ons. This ambunts to a waste of tine.58
Furthernore Sharon fails to recognize the terns of
reference represented by UN resolutions 242 and 338,59

a precondition for any meani ngful dial ogue.

It is clear that this hardline stance wll not
wor k. For any chance to achieve peace and the
benefits it wll bring to Israel and the region, a

softline approach nust be taken.
C. DOVESTI C COSTS AND BENEFI TS OF A SOFTLI NE APPROACH
There are those Israelis in the Labor Party and
others, who maintain that Israel should seriously consider
total withdraw from the Golan in return for a full peace.
This softline approach challenges the logic of those who
argue that territory is security. Furthernore they realize
that Syria will not enter or sign any peace agreement with
|srael without a full wthdrawal from the Colan Heights.#60

Put anot her way by Foreign M nister Shinon Peres:

58 Editorial by Syrian newspaper, Tishrin web site, Damascus, in Arabic 22 Feb
01. Paper rules out negotiations wth Sharon. British Broadcasting Service.
February 24, 2001.

59 UNR 242 calls for the withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from all occupied
territories and the recognition of the Israeli state. UNR 338 proclainms that the
Golan is sovereign territory of Syria.

60 Rabi novich: 201.
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There is no Syrian | know who is prepared to be
less than an Egyptian,6l referring to the full
return of the Sinai to Egypt in 1982.

The nood between Syrian and |Israeli negotiators
dramatically changed when Yitzhak Rabin cane to office in
the summer of 1992, when Syria and Israel started engaging
one on one in earnest. Prine Mnster Rabin nmade statenents
that suggested a deal with Syria was at the core of his
foreign policy agenda, and declared that UN Resol ution 242
applied to the Golan, and that elenents of an Israeli

wi t hdrawal woul d be introduced into the negotiations. 62

To neutralize the only Arab power that has the ability
to pose a threat to Israel’s security, Prinme Mnister Rabin
recogni zed that Israel had to enter into a peace pact with
Syri a. In order to achieve such an agreement, I|srael has
to pull out of the ol an. Rabi n explored the requirenents
of accommodating Syria wthout arousing a donestic
backl ash, and w t hout conprom sing security as he
understood it.63

In 1993-94 Prime Mnister Rabin was working to gain
popul ar support for a peace accord with Syria. On 19 April
1994, Rabin told Israel’s Parlianent in a closed-door

session that he accepted a full mlitary wthdrawal from
the Golan, including the evacuation of all (then) thirty-
two Israeli settlements.64 Under increasing political

dermands, Rabin commtted to holding a national referendum

61 Clyde Haberman. Peres Inches Towards Ceding Golan for Peace Wth Syria. New
York Tinmes. Section A, Pg. 2, Col. 5. May 26, 1995.

62 Muslih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 151.
63 |bid: 152.
64 pj pes: 55.
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before agreeing to any significant w thdrawal of forces
from the CGolan Heights or to dismantling the settlenents
t here. 65

Rabi n was not above playing politics by tal king tough
to a donmestic audience. Thus one explanation for Rabin
acquiescing in holding a referendum was not to appear as a
hawk but rather to precipitate a showdown wth hardline
Jewi sh settlers, right-wingers and fundanmentalists.66 The
ref erendum was never held but the donestic cost of Rabin’'s
softline approach over the Golan was reflected in an
| sraeli poll taken in My 1993, according to which 62 per
cent of the Israeli public opposed wthdrawal from any
parts of the CGolan.67 Many contend that this reflects the
power of the well-organized Golan |obby that succeeded in
playing the security card, which always appeals to
mai nstream I sraelis even though in contrast, 71 per cent of
Israeli mlitary officials think that security arrangenents
were possible if much of the Golan was returned to Syria.ss
Rabin faced additional political penalties from nenbers of
his own Labor Party, who organized grassroots canpaigns to
oppose withdrawal from the Golant® and from thousands of
denmonstrators who marched through Jerusalem and chanted
sl ogans that branded hima traitor.70

In April of 1994, Prinme Mnister Rabin presented U S

Secretary of State Christopher with a peace package to take

65 pj pes: 55.

66 Mahoud Rimawi. “Jordan swaps notes with Syria between the two sumits.” The
M deast Mrror. Vol. 8, No. 12. January 19, 1994.

67 Mislih. Dateline Damascus: “Asad is Ready:” 152.
68 | bid: 152.

69 Karin Laub. Rabin Wel comes Progress Wth Syria, Cautions Gaps Remain
Associ ated Press. May 2, 1995.

70 Bill Hutman. Protestors call Rabin a Traitor. The Jerusal em Post. February
24, 1994.
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to Damascus. The proposal outlined what |srael would offer
the Syrians in return for a fornal | asting peace
agreenent .71 After reviewing Rabin's proposal, Syria's
Foreign Mnister Shara publicly called parts of the plan
silly and absurd.72 While the Syrians did not agree to the
Rabi n proposal, nobst observers concur that his softline
approach did nmuch to pronote bilateral negotiations in an

effort to end the conflict between the two states.

In an effort to illustrate what returning the Gol an
Hei ghts would bring Israel, Prime Mnister Rabin (during a
1995 radio interview,) praised Israel’s withdrawal fromthe
Sinai as a bold nove “whose positive fruits we are still

enj oyi ng today.”73

However in Novenber of 1995 Israeli Premer Yitzhak
Rabi n was assassinated. After Rabin’ s death, Shinon Peres
who was Rabin’s Foreign Mnister becane the Israeli Prine
M ni ster. He continued bilateral negotiations with Syria
over the Golan Heights and was optimstic that a peace
accord could be reached. He continued with a softline
approach, predicting that the domestic payoff would be his
ability to canpaign in the upcomng elections with a Syrian
peace accord in his pocket.74 1In early 1996, many observers

71 The Israeli proposal to Syria at this time consisted of the follow ng actions:
Recogni ze the Syria-Pal estine border in place during the Mandatory period (slightly
more preferable to Israel than the pre-1967 border), withdraw to this border in
three stages over a five to eight year period, with the first stage to |last three
years and include the transfer of three Druze villages but no Israeli settlenents to
Syrian control. Dismantle the thirty-two Israeli settlements on the Golan Heights
also in stages. In return, Syria was supposed to: demlitarize the Colan Heights
and nearby region within Syria, disarm Hizbullah, accept America nmonitoring of its
mlitary, accede to Israeli electronic nonitoring and a |ookout on Munt Hernon,
guarantee that Israel continue, to receive its share of Golan water via the Sea of
Galilee and finally, establish full normal diplomatic ties after the first stage of
the withdrawal was conplete for exanple an Israeli Embassy in Syria and a Syrian
Enbassy in |srael.

72 pj pes: b55.
73 Haberman. New York Times. May 26, 1995.
74 Cobban: 20 and Rabi novich: 200.
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expressed confidence that an agreenent on the final text of

an | sraeli-Syrian peace accord woul d be reached.

But early March 1996 the Peres governnment suspended
talks with Syria due to several bonbings by Palestinian
extrem sts. I Mmedi ately thereafter what was taken to be a
new hardline approach resulted in the Israeli-Syrian
relationship to plunging into a rapid downward spiral.75
Expressions of optimsm quickly changed as politica
rhetoric was exchanged and the situation devel oped into an

actual confrontation in Lebanon.

In April of 1996, IDF forces |aunched an extensive
air, ground and sea bombing <canpaign on facilities
t hroughout the southern portion of Lebanon up to, and
i ncludi ng, Beirut. The donestic cost of these hardline
actions resulted in Labor and Shinon Peres losing the
el ections in May of 1996.

The three years of neglect (1996-1999) on the Syrian-
Israeli track as well as stalling on the Israeli-
Pal estinian talks provided the catalyst for the election
defeat of hardline incunbent Benjam n Netanyahu by Ehud
Barak on May 17, 1999. After Netanyahu ruled out any
return of the Golan, which was Syria s chief demand, the
| sraeli public voted and elected a Prinme Mnister whose
conciliatory rhetoric they favored over Net anyahu’ s
har dl i ne approach. Israelis clearly hoped that a softline
approach could foster peace between Syria and Israel, thus

pronoting greater stability in the region

The inmediate political payoff for Ehud Barak’'s
softline approach provoked the following response from

75 Cobban: 2.
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Presi dent Hafez al-Assad, who said that the new Israeli
Prime Mnister was “a strong and honest man”76, a
significant conplinent froman Arab | eader who could barely
bring hinmself to pronounce the word ‘lIsrael’ a few years

earlier.

Ironically, it is interesting to note that in the My
el ection, nost Golan residents voted for Barak, despite his
stated willingness to nmake ‘painful concessions’ regarding
the return of the Golan Heights to Syria.7?” Additionally,
the Third Way party, dedicated to retaining the Golan, was
voted out of Parlianment entirely, losing its four seats in

t he 120-nenber |egislature.78

VWhile it is difficult to find indirect evidence during
the 2001 canpaign to indicate if Barak’'s softline approach
regarding the return of the Golan Heights was a factor in
his defeat, his position on the Golan was clear before he
was elected Prinme Mnister and during his tinme in office.
The following is his statenent to the Knesset on Decenber
13, 1999, regarding the renewal of I sraeli-Syrian

Negoti ati ons:

76 Dougl as Jehl. Hope Rises in Syria for Peace Wth Israel. New York Ti nmes.
Section A; Pg 1; Col. 1; Foreign Desk. 5 August 1999.

77 sari Bashi. In Golan Heights, Israeli settlers worried about talks with Syria
Associ ated Press, International News. 12 October 1999.

78 | bid.
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M. Speaker, Menbers of the Knesset, | do not
prom se peace wthout a price. | have never
spread illusions; it is not ny way! More than
two years ago, at a rally marking the thirtieth
anniversary of settlenments on the Golan Heights,
| said the followng to the Golan inhabitants,
who are truly close to ny heart: | tell you
honestly what you know very well in your hearts:
any governnent in Israel the concludes a full
peace treaty with Syria, as we all hope, will do
so at a painful price including a painful
wi t hdrawal and a change in the existing borders.
However, | tell you that your presence and
r oot edness here wil | gi ve every | srael
negoti at or additional courage and redoubled vigor
to stand firmon every letter and conmma, in order
to anchor and assure the nost vital interests of
the state of Israel. I said this to the
i nhabitants of the Golan back then because |
believe a leader nust tell the truth boldly. What
is nore, the Golan residents proved in the nost
recent elections that they appreciate this.79

In the Hebrew edition of the Tel Aviv newspaper
Ha’ aretz, a 500 word commentary by Yosi Wrther entitled
“Barak’s Resurrection: From Political Siege to Political
Br eakt hrough, predicted, “that the resunption of the Syria-
Israeli talks wll greatly benefit Barak in the donestic
arena.” Werther went on to note that “it restored the
authority he lost in recent weeks” and “the revival of the
Syrian track is expected to immediately generate sone
positive political gains for Barak, if he goes about it the

ri ght way. ”80

79 statement to the Knesset by Prime Mnister Barak on the Renewal of Israeli-
Syria negotiations. Jerusalem 19 Decenber, 1999. Israeli Mnistry of Foreign
Affairs web site. Foreign Speeches and Statenents. http://ww.nfa.gov.il.

80 The Israeli Press conments on Syrian Talks. FBI'S Reports of 11 commentaries in
major Israeli dailies on 9 Decenber 1999. Docunent |ID: FTS19991209001648.
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In a 300 word analysis by Ze've Schiff in the English
| anguage internet version of Tel Aviv's newspaper Ha’ aretz,
entitled “Back to the 1923 Border,” Schiff coments that
the decision to resune talks is a triunph both for |srael
and Syria: “The decision to hold a neeting next week in
Washi ngt on between Barak and Syrian Foreign M nister Faruk
al -Shara and not al -Asad, should not be seen as an Israeli

concession but as part of a breakthrough”. 81

The donestic penalty for Prinme Mnister Barak and his
softline approach towards Syria regarding the return of the
Golan canme mainly from the Golan settlers thenselves,
despite the fact that as previously nentioned nost voted
for him rather than Netanyahu. Those in this group who
would be nost troublesome would turn out to be the
religious fanatics, who viewed the Golan as ‘Eretz Israel’
(The Land of Israel). Wth the support of the Golan
Settlers Council these Golan settlers have tried to sway
public opinion and have vowed to never |eave. They have
held denonstrations in the streets, forged politica
alliances with extrenme right-wing groups and have not
rejected using violence to denonstrate their opposition and

comi t nment .

Barak nmeanwhile faced further donmestic penalties for
his softline approach from his political opponents on the
right, who charged that the Prinme Mnister had acceded to
all of Asad s demands. Barak would look bad if he were
seen as having given up all the land on the Golan, while

Assad remained intransigent on everything else.8  Another

81 | pid.

82 sarah Honig. Veracity is not the issue. The Jerusal em Post. February 29,
2000: pg 2.
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stinging setback for Barak for his softline approach
towards Syria and the return of the Golan came in March of
2000, when a nunber of his coalition partners joined the
right-wing opposition, to give prelimnary approval to a
bill ainmed at bl ocking the return of the Golan Heights. 83
D. CONCLUSI ON

According to Shinmon Peres “to remain on the Golan is
to give up on peace.”8 Yet throughout the years polls have
indicated that |Israelis have been evenly divided over
whether to retain the Golan or give it back in exchange for

peace.

The Golan is not |like the Wst Bank whose settlers
noved there for ideological reasons. Wiile settlers have
l'ived on the Golan Heights for the past 34 years, the Gol an
has not been engrained in nost nmainstream Israelis

consci ousness as part of Israel.

Thus, from a softline perspective, while the donestic
costs of the full return of the Golan Heights could lead to
vi ol ence, the benefits of a full peace and greater regional
stability greatly outweigh the sacrifice. Wiile the
| sraeli body politics is split over the return of the Gol an
Hei ghts, there is evidence to suggest that when presented
with a choice between war and peace in a referendum a
majority of Israelis would support a full wi thdrawal for a
full peace according to Yuval Steinitz, a |legislator of the
opposition Likud party and an opponent of a wthdrawal .85

And as soneone else has noted, when presented with a peace

83 Jeffrey Heller. Opposition Aims To Block Golan Pull OQut. Toronto Star. March
2, 2000.

84 Habernman. New York Tinmes. May 26, 1995.
85 | bid.
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pact, the small print won't nmatter, neaning the |srael

public can be counted upon not to exam ne the details.?86

The policy of hardliners on the other hand may be
popul ar at first, and such a platform (as we have seen) can
get a person elected to office, but after years of inaction
the Israeli public invariably demands a change and el ects

an official wwth a nandate for peace.

As Egyptian President Miubarak said of former President
Net anyahu: “he wants the peace process to continue
according to his personal views and he is only concerned
about security of the Israelis and settlers, this is not
enough. Ensuring the security of only one side would be a
grave thing because security would not be achieved. Thi s
matter was understood by Rabin and Peres, but not the new
governnent.” Mibarak added: “Peace w Il never be achieved
as long as Israel keeps the occupied territories in the
West Bank and the Golan. Netanyahu knows this very well.”87
I ndeed at the 1997 summit in Washington D.C., King Hussein
of Jordan told Netanyahu that he was destroying the entire

peace process. 88

Furthernore, the international community tends to
favor a top politician who takes a softline approach. The
evidence for this can be found in the international
comunity’s reaction to the election victory of Ehud Barak
Long exasperated by Benjamn Netanyahu's reluctance to
engage in true neani ngful peace tal ks, European |eaders had

the follow ng to say about Barak. President Jacques Chirac

86 Gwnne Dyer. Demandi ng Deadline for Israeli PM The Toronto Star. Edition 1,
3 January 2000.

87 Mubarak PBS Interview Report. FBI'S translated text. Cairo MENA in Arabic.
January 7, 1997. FBIS Docunment |D: FTS19970107000485.

88 | pid.
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of France, in a dear friend note nade public by the Elysee

Place told M. Barak: Your triunph was a hope for peace.89

Germany’ s Chancel | or Gerhard Schroder said:

Your conpatriots have placed their trust in you,
but beyond your country’s borders all the people
in the region have great expectations of you at a
critical phase in the Mddle East peace process,
which demands a special neasure of courage,
deci siveness and initiative.9

Great Britain’s Tony Blair said the foll ow ng:

M. Barak is sonmeone | know well and admre
hugel y. It is a remarkable result which gives
him a mandate to nove forward with the peace
process. 91

European Union envoy Mguel Mratios traveled to
Damascus and energed saying Syria felt that: Labor can

achieve the final peace with Syria. 92

For top politicians dealing with the return of the
Gol an, the incentive structure favors a softline approach,
as the political payoff is greater both donestically and

i nternationally.

89 lan Black. Arabs greet victor with wary optimism  The Guardian (London).
Foreign Section, page 13. May 19, 1999.

90 | bid: 13.

91 |bid: 13.

92 scott Peterson. “Syria and Israel dust off abandoned peace track.” The

Christian Science Mnitor. June 8, 1999.
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V. THE GOLAN | N SYRI AN DOMVESTI C PCQLI TI CS

A. CHALLENGES

Most Syrians consider the Golan Heights to be a
bilateral security issue because of the strategic vantage
point the Golan provides the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF).
Damascus is only thirty-seven mles away from the current
Israeli front |ine, and there are no natural Dbarriers
between the frontier and the Syrian capital. Thus, from a
geostrategic point of view, the Syrians consider the CGol an
a critical natural defense against |Israel.?® From a
Syrian’s perspective, the present situation wth the
| sraeli occupation of the Golan Heights poses an
unacceptabl e danger.94 In ternms of terrain, Syrian mlitary
pl anners believe that the Golan plateau in Syrian hands
provides a defensive depth that 1is indispensable for
Syria's security, while a Golan controlled by Israel poses
a lethal threat to the Syrian heartl and. 95

The reality of the return of the Golan Heights is that
this is deeply entangled in Syrian donestic politics, just

as we saw in |srael.

Few Syrians woul d question that Israel is the dom nant
mlitary power in the region, thus for Syria to attack
| srael would be disastrous. Despite sone clains in the
western nedia, Syria is not a powerful state in the Mddle
East and the Syrians know it. The regional strategic
situation changed with the collapse of the Soviet Union and
ot her Eastern bloc countries. Syria depended heavily on the

93 |bid: 626.

94 Kenp: 22.

95 Muslih. “The Golan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calcul ations:” 627.
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generous mlitary aid it received from the Soviet Union,
whi ch Mbscow is no longer willing or able to provide unless
cash paynent is made. This has caused a decline in Syria's
mlitary capability and ended Syria's drive to reach
mlitary parity with Israel. Additionally, Syria also |ost
a perceived neasure of deterrence against a possible
| sraeli attack, given that its close relationship with the
Soviet Union was presumed to have deterred Israeli

aggr essi on. 9

Despite refornms and devel opnent projects, the Syrian
econony is weak. Syria does not have significant oil
reserves, yet oil production accounts for nuch of Syria's
export incone, and production |levels are expected to shrink

in the com ng years. 97

Syrian officials believe that Israeli concessions to

fully wthdraw from the Golan will reap Israel strategic
benefits because a peace with Syria wll open doors for
Israel to the Arab and Islamc worlds.2? Israel will gain

the legitimacy it has dways sought, and peace with Syria

will pave the way for Israel’s integration into a region
that has, in the past, rejected it and treated it as an
alien entity.?99 An Israeli-Syrian peace wll greatly

i nprove the prospects for normal relations between |Israel

and ot her Arab countries including Saudi Arabia. 100

96 The Syrians considered the Soviet backing a critical elenent of their overall
strategic posture, even if it only introduced a small degree of uncertainty into
I sraeli planning.

97 Gotowi cki: 31.

98 Muslih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 156.
99 |bid: 156.

100 | pid: 163.
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For Israel, peace with Syria is the key to a broader
regi onal peace.
B. DOVESTI C COSTS AND BENEFI TS OF A HARDLI NE APPRCACH

Syria s governnment need to maintain its inmge as the
| eader in the fight with Israel before the public, but it
al so nust have the constant spectre of a foreign eneny in
order to derive public support for its policies.101 This
hardl i ne approach towards |Israel has costs and benefits for
its political |eaders, nanely Hafez al - Asad and now his son
Bashar. Sone experts have concluded that it was inportant
for Hafez al-Asad to maintain a hardline approach towards
Israel in order to pronote his donestic inmage as a
nationalist Arab | eader. The political payoff for this
approach is that he could claimto be the one Arab |eader

who did not submt to Israeli denmnds. 102

Hafez al-Asad’s rigid approach when dealing with the
|sraelis over the issue of the Golan was first evident
during the signing of the D sengagenent of Forces Agreenent
in CGeneva in June 1974, Syria authorized an Egyptian
general to sign on its behalf.103 The nessage was clear;
Syria would only negotiate with Israel indirectly over
i ssues involving the Gol an. By taking this unconprom sing
approach, Asad denied recognition of the Jew sh state and
mnimzed direct contact wth the Israelis. The donestic
benefit he enjoyed from this bargaining style denonstrated
to the Arab world that he remmined the chanpion of Arab
resi stance agai nst the Zionists.

101 Benedict F. Fitzgerald. Syria in Fighting Arm es: Antagonists in the Mddle
East A Conbat Assessnment. Edited by Richard A. Gabriel. Greenwod Press Westport
CN. 1983: 53.

102 gpalev: 12.
103 Rabi novi ch: 28.
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Prior to 1991, Syria consistently had the toughest
policy of Israel’s four neighbors, defined by the series of
no’s: no tal ks before withdrawal (fromthe Golan), no direct
negotiations with Israel, no partial solutions, no separate
deal for the Golan Heights, and no formal peace treaty.104 As
far as Syria was concerned the Golan is Syrian territory,
occupi ed and settled by Israel since June 1967. The terns of
peace for Syria with Israel are thus the conplete return of
the Golan.105 The two principles defining this policy are

| and before peace and total peace for total w thdrawal.

After Ehud Barak was elected Prinme Mnister the w ndow
opened to reengage on the critical Syria-lsrael peace
tal ks. There seened to be a new confluence of nutual
interest in a Syrian-lsraeli peace. President Hafez al -Asad
was anxious to end the dispute over the Golan106 but he did
not waver from his hardline stance. As Mirhaf Jouejati, an

Aneri can- educated political analyst in Damascus, comrent ed:

They are very serious about the Golan, and
getting back all the Golan. This is uppernost in

M . Asad’'s strategic calculi. | t iIs the
principle: Syria is very genuine about making
peace, but it is not willing to give Israel a

ri ght where it has none. 107

Bashar al-Asad, like his father, views hinself as the
champion of Arab interests in +the region, supporting

Pal estinian and other Arab rights. This guiding principle

104 paniel Pipes. “Understanding Asad.” Mddle East Quarterly. Vol. 1, No. 4.
Decenmber 1994: 53.

105 Muslih. “The Golan: Israel, Syria, and Strategic Calcul ations:” 611.

106 president Asad was Defense Mnister when the Golan was |ost and therefore
many say that he considers a solution for the return of the Golan a personal matter.

107 scott Peterson. “Syria and Israel dust off abandoned peace track.” Christian
Science Mnitor. June 8, 1999.
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of Syria’s foreign policy wusually results in hardline
rhetoric towards |Israel. The challenge for Bashar al -Asad
is to convince the Syrian people that making peace wth

Israel will result in the full return of all the ol an.

While this softline approach could produce favorable
results, Asad (while making the final decision in donestic
and foreign policy matters) is constrained by his country’s
conflict with Israel, because the Syrian public will never
accept conceding any part of the Golan to Israel.108 Syrians
believe that the Golan has been Syrian territory fromtine
inmmortal, and it would be political suicide for any Syrian
| eader to yield to anything less than a full wthdrawal
from the territory.109 This firm principled Syrian stand
has continued under President Bashar al-Asad. 110

Sonme analysts view Bashar al-Asad as nore hardline
than his father the late President Hafez al-Asad regarding
the return of the Gol an. This is debatable but certainly
he has not added or omtted anything from what his father
demanded, nanely a total Israeli withdrawal up to the June
4t h, 1967 borders. What Bashar al-Asad is pronoting nore
aggressively is his definition of a “Conprehensi ve Peace,”
whi ch includes parallel novement on the Syrian/Lebanese and
Pal estinian tracks before he wll sign an agreenment over
the Golan with Israel.

108  mislih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 156 and Mislih. “The Gol an:
Israel, Syria and Strategic Cal cul ations:” 629.

109 Kenmp: 93.

110 Editorial: The Golan Wil Definitely Return. FBIS translated text. Damascus
Tishrin (Internet Version in Arabic). Decenber 14, 2000. FBIS Docunent |ID:
GvP200012140001009.
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In his inaugural address, Bashar al-Asad clearly
expressed his wllingness for peace, but indicated that

there is a price:

The |iberation of our territory is at the top of
our national priorities and is as inportant to us
as the achievenent of a just and conprehensive
peace that we have adopted as a strategic choice,
but not at the expense of our territory nor at

the expense of our sovereignty. Qur territory
and our sovereignty are a matter of national
dignity and no one at all is allowed to

conpronmi se any of them W are very clear in
dealing with peace issues, firm in our stands
since the beginning of the peace process in
Madrid in 1991

W would like to stress here that we have the
urge to reach a state of peace but we are not
ready to give up an inch of our territory nor do

we accept our sovereignty inpinged upon. we
woul d |Ii ke to achieve peace because it is in our
strategic choice and because we would like to

restore our bel oved Gol an.

No matter how long it may take this land wll
al ways be ours and will be returned conplete to
us one day sooner or later. W are not prepared
to pay the price of the helplessness of the
| sraeli governments and their ability to nake
deci sions that push the peace process forward at
t he expense of our sovereignty and dignity.111

C. DOVESTI C COSTS AND BENEFI TS OF A SOFTLI NE APPROACH
After the Persian GQulf War, Syria accepted a joint
Russi an-Anerican invitation to join Arab-Israeli peace
negoti ati ons. Syrian acceptance instantly negated two of
the no's (no talk before withdrawal, no direct negations

with Israel) already nentioned previously. Tal ks bet ween

111 | naugural address: Bashar al-Asad. Source and translation: Syrian Arab News
Agency. Arab Gateway: http://ww. al - bab. com
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Damascus and Jerusal em began at the Madrid Peace Conference
in Cctober of 1991. Between February and August 1993, Asad
inmplicitly stopped insisting on three nore of hi s
traditional no's: no partial solutions, no separate deal,
and no peace treaty. 112

After years of conflict the Syrian | eadership reached a
strategic decision to nake peace wth Israel.113 President

Asad made the following remarks in 1994:

Syria seeks a just and conprehensive peace wth
Israel as a strategic choice that secures Arab
rights, ends the Israeli occupation, and enables

all peoples in the region to live in peace,
security and dignity. In honor we fought; in
honor we negotiate; in honor we shall nake
peace. 114

Syria is ready for peace and knows that concessions
will have to be made to Israel in order to get back the
CGol an. Hafez al -Asad recognized this fact as does his son
and successor Bashar. Peace with Israel is the concession
or strategic choice for Syria. Pragmatism is likely to
prevail wth the Syrians because the alternatives of
confrontation or mlitary conflict with Israel are not
vi abl e options. | srael maintains a pronounced mlitary
superiority over Syria,!15 and Syrian Presidents have
understood this. Syria will never reach strategic parity

with Israel, a fact long accepted by the Syrian mlitary.

112 pjpes: 54-55.
113 Eshel: 233.

114 Gotowicki: 31. Syrian President Hafez al-Asad, Press Conference with
President Cinton, Geneva, January 16, 1994.

115 syria has suffered nilitary defeats to the Israelis in 1948, 1967, 1973 and
1982.
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The Syrians are, in fact, afraid that Israel wll attack
Syri a. 116

Peace with Israel wll also pronbte nobre economc
growh by shifting revenue from the mlitary to |ob-
generating projects in the civilian sector. The Syrian
public, whose support for a national buildup is fading,?117
wi || doubtless welcome a decrease in the nunber of arms and
weapons systens that will not have to be inported. Many
Syrians believe that noney diverted to civilian purposes
will be noney gained, while noney spent on weapons w |l be

nmoney no | onger | ost.118

In a softline approach, Hafez al-Asad shifted tactics
regarding the issue of returning the Golan, by trying to
gain support from synpathetic segnments of I srael’s
political spectrum the Arab population and the Labor
Partyl19 and stressing the justice of the cause, instead of
vilifying the Jewi sh state.120 This new strategy may have
some useful effect, because the Golan as an issue has not
been so ingrained in Israelis that it is part of |Israel
Only the small but powerful Golan Settlers Lobby has been
trying to convince the minstream that the Golan is a

natural part of Israel.

Syria's current President Bashar al-Asad has said that
t he door of peace renmai ns open. In a recent interview, he
stated that, “he was prepared to resune peace negations

wth the Jewish state provided it accepted Syria s ternmns,

116 Got owi cki: 34.

117 puslih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 153.
118 wyslih. “Dateline Damascus: Asad is Ready:” 154.
119 Rabi novi ch: 10.

120 pj pes: 56.
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nanely total withdrawal from the Golan Heights, up to the
June 4, 1967 borders.”121 This gesture to continue dial ogue
was made after Israel’s Prine Mnister-elect Arial Sharon
won the election from Ehud Barak. Wil e President Asad
still holds on to the hardline stance of conplete
w thdrawal, his gesture can be viewed as a softline signa
of Syria’s desire to engage with Israel in constructive
talks over the return of the Golan. More inportantly,
sectors of Syria's civil society, are timdly but steadily
starting to meke thenselves heard, and they share the
reginme’s position, which wi shes to exchange peace for the
internal retrocession of the Golan Heights conquered in
1967. 122
D. CONCLUSI ON

Syrian |eaders have signaled an evolution in Syrian
policy towards Israel regarding the return of the Golan
from promsing outright mlitary confrontation to engagi ng
in diplomacy and negotiations backed by the saber rattling
of a capable yet inferior arned force. It is clear that
the only viable option for the Syrians to nmeet their goal
for a conplete withdrawal and full return of the Golan
Heights is a softline approach. This nmethod will certainly
facilitate Israel’s requirenments for acceptance of the
Jewi sh state, will pronote nutual security and advance a
full -fl edged peace with Syria, which is the ultimte goal

of the Israelis.

121 |nterview of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad by Abderrahman al- Rashed editor
of the pan-Arab daily Asharg al-Awsat, as translated and printed in the M deast
Mrror. Syria Section; Vol. 15, No. 28. February 9, 2001.

122 Gi|les Paris and Jean-Pierre Tuquoi. The New Arab Leaders Show Continuity.
FBI'S translated text from Paris Le Monde (Internet Version in French). Novenber 3,
2000. FBI'S Document | D GvP200012140001009.
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Syrian Deputy Foreign Mnister Issa Darwish has said
that the Syrian people fully support Bashar Asad, “who is
determined to |iberate occupied territories and put Syria
on the road of economic reforns and devel opnent.”123
President Asad knows he cannot succeed with a hardline
approach towards Israel. \Wile his public rhetoric towards
the Zionist state nmy be inflammtory at tinmes, it is nerely
a public relations tool, designed to bolster his inage and
standing as a strong Arab leader (like his father), and
chanpi on of Arab rights in the occupied territories and the

regi on.

Taking a softline approach over the issue of the Gol an
does not nean giving up or changing the policy established
by Hafez al-Asad, of full withdrawal for full peace based
on Security Council resolutions and the land for peace
f or mul a. In his inaugural address on 17 July, 2000
Presi dent Bashar al-Asad can be seen mxing a softline

approach while standing firmon Syrian requirenents.

He asserted that he is conmtted to the M deast peace

process and is “in a hurry” to achieve peace but not *“at
the expense of our |and and sovereignty, which are a matter
of national dignity, of which it is inpossible and not

al l owed for anybody to surrender or touch. ”124

I ndeed any Syrian |eader would fall if he conceded a
handful of land to Israel.125 Today, every map in Syria

includes the CGolan Heights as part of Syria. For Syria,

123 gysunmu Sakat a. Assad’s son denmands the return of the Golan Heights from
I srael. Japan Economic News Wre, Kyodo News Service. June 18, 2000.

124 Roundup, International News section. Bashar pl edges refornms, stands firm on
return of the Golan. Deutsche-Press-Agentur. July 17, 2000.

125 Hande Ongoren and Safak Altun. Is There a Turkish-Israeli Partnership
against lran? [FBIS translated text in Turkish]. Istanbul, 8 June 1996. FBIS
Document 1 D: FTS19960608000022.
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the return of the Golan Heights is not a matter of foreign
relations, but is a donestic matter because of the inpact

regaining it inits entirety has on the governnent. 126

126 | pj d.
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V.  CONCLUSI ON AND PCLI CY | MPLI CATI ONS

“Israel has no foreign policy; the country has only
donestic politics,” one US Secretary of State has said. 127
In the final analysis, while the Golan Heights certainly
provides a security buffer for the state of Israel, the
issue of returning the Golan Heights to Syria is not about
security or about foreign policy but very nuch about
difficult donestic politics. 128 For t he | sraelis,
negotiating the return of the Golan has as nuch to do with
pursuing peace as it does with donestic politics.129 In
1994, Prime Mnister Rabin threatened to stop talking with
Syria if a group of Labor hawks did not wthdraw the “Gol an
Bill”, which required a special parlianentary mgjority to
approve any pullback from the Golan Heights. The nmaneuver
by Rabin to overcone the internal <challenge to his
authority shows how Israeli donmestic politics are becom ng

the preem nent factor in negotiations with Damascus. 130

Evi dence has shown that from the Israeli and Syrian
perspectives it is possible through tough, detail ed
negotiations to reach a satisfactory agreenment over the
return of the GColan Heights. From a mlitary point of
view, top mlitary | eaders agree that the security concerns

of each country can be successfully addressed. 131

127 Ron Sofia. The Golan in Exchange for the Prem ership. FBIS translated text in
Russian from independent Russian-language newspaper belonging to the Yedi’ ot
Ahar onot group. Decenber 16, 1999. FBIS Docunment |D: FTS19991219000737.

128 sarah Honig. Veracity is not the issue. The Jerusal em Post. February 29,
2000.

129 scott Peterson. “Syria and Israel dust off abandon peace track.” Christian
Science Monitor. June 8, 1999.

130 pavid Makovsky. Time is running out for a deal with Syria. The Jerusalem
Post. Septenmber 30, 1994: 18.

131 wpuslih. “The Golan: Israel, Syria and Strategic Calculations:” The Mddle
East Journal. Vol.47, No. 4 Autum 1993: 625.

45



For top Israeli politicians, taking a softline
approach on dealing with the return of the Golan Heights is
not political suicide. The logic for this argunment lies in
the fact that nost Israelis are not tied to the CGolan, and
when presented with the choice of peace or war in a
referendum the Israeli body politic can be expected to

choose peace. 132

The policy inplications for the United States (the
power broker in the region), are clear, especially after
the terrorist attacks in New York City and Arlington,
Virginia on Septenmber 11'" 2001. In Anerica’s new fight
agai nst global terrorism Syria can be a mmjor contributor
in the canpaign by co-opting other Islamc countries to

join with the United States and take a tougher stance

agai nst Hanas, Islam ¢ Jihad, Hezbollah and by ending
Syrian sponsorship and support for terrorism In return
for this cooperation, Syria wll want econom c assistance
fromthe United States and will demand the full return of
the Golan Heights fromlIsrael. Wile it is quite doubtful
that Ariel Sharon wll acquiesce to Syrian demands, he

m ght find that successful negotiations with Syria over the
return of the Golan Heights, conbined wth Anerican
guar ant ees, can ward off international and donestic
pressure to disengage from the Wst Bank, Gaza Strip and
East Jerusalem to reach a peace agreenment wth the

Pal esti ni ans.

The Syrian track is much Iless conplicated or
enotionally charged than the Pal estinian one because it is
focused on a defined piece of territory. During the decade

of on-again, off-again negotiations between the Israelis
132 Haperman. New York Tines. May 26, 1995.

46




and the Syrians, the gap between both countries goals has
been reduced to a narrow strip of land on the northeast
shore of Lake Ti beri us.

The benefits of peace, as previously highlighted, are
especially tangible and significant for Israel: an end to
Hezbollah attacks, elimnation of the Syrian mlitary
threat to Israel, disruption of the evolving reconciliation
between Syria and Iraq, the reduction of the prospect of a
regional war which Israel would have to fight on nultiple
fronts, and the weakening of Yasser Arafat’s stature, which
woul d give the Israelis a strong edge in negotiations with
t he Pal esti ni ans.

Wil e Bashar al -Asad laces his public and diplonmatic
conversations with anti-Semtic remarks, the Syrian regine
is noted for its fastidious discipline and for its
stringent observance of signed agreenents; the 1974
D sengagenent of Forces Agreenment is a prine exanple. Thus
| srael would not have to worry about a Ba’'thist governnent
ever losing control of ‘the street’, which is a mjor

concern with Chairman Arafat and the Pal estinian Authority.

The Anerican status quo to sinply maintain peace and
quite in the Mddle East is no |onger enough after the
events of Septenber 11'" 2001. The United States should
pursue a policy which gently but firmy conpels Israel to
cede the Golan for their own self-interested reasons (which
have already been enunerated above), in consonance wth
pressing Syria to see that it is in their best interest to
recogni ze Israel and support the United States in the
gl obal fight against terrorism Now nore than ever, it is
in the United State’s national strategic interest to take
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the lead to bring Israel and Syria back to the negotiating
table over the return of the Golan Heights and in the words
of Syrian President Bashar al -Asad: play its full role as

an honest broker and a co-sponsor of the peace process. 133

133 |naugural address: Bashar al-Asad. Source and translation: Syrian Arab News
Agency. Arab Gateway: http://ww. al - bab. com
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