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Defensible Borders

Indeed, relying on timely reinforcement

of Israel’s eastern front by reserve units

is becoming increasingly hazardous. As
already noted, Israel’s neighbors benefit from
having large, active-duty formations, with
only a minor role for reserves. It is in their
interest to delay Israel’s reserve mobilization
as long as possible and thus preserve their
own advantageous force balance for a
longer period of time. Missiles can even
disrupt the reserve mobilization altogether
by targeting meeting points and reserve
equipment centers. Under such conditions,
it can be expected that neighboring states
will use their large ballistic missile and long-
range rocket inventories for exactly this
purpose, to prevent the arrival of adequate
reinforcements to any of Israel’s fronts,
including the Jordan Valley.

Some observers suggest that Israel could
rely on airpower to neutralize any attacking
army, which would obviate any need for

an optimal defensive line. But in any likely
battlefield Israel will face, the air force will
have other high-priority missions before it
can engage in close air support. First, it will
have to achieve air superiority by destroying
the air defense systems of enemy states.
Then it will need to suppress ballistic missile
launches aimed at Israeli cities. Thus, the
advent of ballistic missiles and rockets has
increased the importance of terrain and
strategic depth for Israel, since its small
standing army may have to fight for longer
periods of time without reinforcements from
the reserve forces, whose timely arrival may
be delayed or prevented by rocket fire. Israel’s
standing army may also have to operate for
a considerable period of time without major
assistance from the air force, which may be
busy elsewhere.

The critical importance of the Jordan Valley
for Israel’s security is evident from the

Israeli experience with Gaza. When Israel
implemented the Oslo Agreements in Gaza in
1994, it established a security zone between
southern Gaza and Egyptian Sinai that was
little more than 300 feet wide in several
critical areas and came to be known as the
“Philadelphi Corridor.” Palestinian groups
exploited this narrow corridor and built
smuggling tunnels from the Egyptian half of
the town of Rafah in Sinai into the Palestinian

half of Rafah, under the Philadephi Corridor, in
order to import rockets and other munitions
into Gaza. Israel fought the tunnels with
limited success until 2005, when it withdrew
completely from Gaza - including from the
Philadelphi Corridor.

After Israel relinquished the Philadelphi
Corridor, the scale of weapons smuggling
vastly increased and Gaza became a
launching pad for rockets of increasing range
and lethality aimed at Israeli population
centers. Hamas and other terrorist groups
expanded their smuggling efforts, importing
weapons from Iran, Yemen, and Sudan.
Hamas operatives could leave Gaza and fly
to Tehran, where they received training from
the Revolutionary Guards before returning
to build up Palestinian forces. At the same
time, the whole tunnel industry provides a
livelihood for thousands of Egyptians who
have no interest in seeing the tunnels shut
down.

The Jordan Valley is in many respects the
Philadephi Corridor of the West Bank.

While underground tunneling is not likely,
the Jordan Valley is vastly longer than the
Philadelphi Corridor and provides a diversity
of opportunities for smuggling. If Israel is
proposing that any future Palestinian state
remain demilitarized, to prevent it from
becoming another Iranian-backed stronghold
like Gaza, then the only way to guarantee
that prohibited weaponry does not enter its
territory is by Israel retaining control of the
Jordan Valley and physically blocking the
entry of illegal arms.

Israeli control of the Jordan Valley also has
important implications for Jordanian security.
Should the IDF ever evacuate the Jordan
Valley, the main effort for the prevention

of smuggling will fall on the Jordanian

Army. Once it is widely known that Israel

is no longer present to seal off the West

Bank from the east, it is likely that many
regional terrorist groups will seek to exploit
Israel’s new vulnerability and they will seek
forward positions within Jordan. This will
markedly increase the security burden on the
Jordanians, and could lead to dangerous new
challenges for them.



In fact, prior to the 2007 U.S.-led surge in
Irag and the setbacks for Al-Qaeda in Anbar
Province in western Iraq, Al-Qaeda had
begun setting up offshoots in Jordanian
towns like Irbid which sought to recruit West
Bank Palestinians. If Israel were to withdraw
from the Jordan Valley, the area could easily
become a magnet for regional terrorist
groups seeking to infiltrate the West Bank
and join Hamas’ war on Israel, whether the
terrorist operatives come from Al-Qaeda in
Iraq or Hizbullah in Lebanon.

If Israel were to withdraw from

the Jordan Valley, the area could
easily become a magnet for
regional terrorist groups seeking
to infiltrate the West Bank and join
Hamas’ war on Israel.

The attraction of the Jordan Valley as an open
smuggling route may also lead to the buildup
of many terrorist groups inside the Jordanian
kingdom itself, which would undoubtedly
undermine Jordanian security. The last time
Jordan became an active base against Israel
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was in the late 1960s. In 1970, King Hussein
put an end to the vast terrorist infrastructure
created by the PLO in what became the
Jordanian Civil War, because it threatened to
topple his kingdom.

Defensible Borders and Jerusalem

Jerusalem is one area where Israel’s need

for defensible borders is acute. Prior to 1967,
Jerusalem was situated at the end of a narrow
corridor that began on the Israeli coastal
plain. Israel’s capital was surrounded on three
sides, and near the western entrance to the
city, the corridor was only several miles wide.
Topographically, Jerusalem is surrounded by
dominating hills that control the access routes
to the city. For example, the West Bank village
of Beit Iksa is only a few hundred yards from
the main Jerusalem-Tel Aviv highway, which
could expose Israel’s main transportation
artery connecting its two largest cities to
potentially hostile rifle fire. In 1967, the
Jordanian Army exploited the commanding
terrain around Jerusalem to launch some
9,000 artillery shells into the city’s Jewish
neighborhoods.
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Defensible Borders

After 1967, due to defensive considerations,
Israel moved to establish permanent control
of the hills dominating its capital, developing
the Givat Zeev settlement bloc to the north,
the Gush Etzion bloc to the south, and the city
of Maale Adumim to the east of Jerusalem.
Maale Adumim is also located along one of
the most important strategic east-west roads
for moving Israeli reinforcements into the
Jordan Valley in case of war. It is essential
that Israel retain control of these areas that
dominate Jerusalem.

Alternative Security Arrangements?

One idea raised in the past — and rejected

by the Palestinians — has been to allow

Israeli deployment in the Jordan Valley

and early-warning stations to be placed in
territory under Palestinian sovereignty. Yet
even if the Palestinians accepted such Israeli
force dispositions, it is questionable how
enduring they would be, since any Palestinian
government would have a strong interest in
eroding any Israeli presence within Palestinian
territory. In addition, any Israeli military
presence would likely serve as a lighting-rod
in Palestinian domestic politics.

Furthermore, Israel’s security interests in the
Jordan Valley cannot be met by granting
the area to the Palestinians and deploying
foreign peacekeeping units in the area. (This
issue is discussed more fully elsewhere in this
study in “The Risks of Foreign Peacekeeping
Forces in the West Bank” by Maj.-Gen. [res.]
Yaakov Amidror.) Israel’s national security
doctrine is rooted in the principle of self-
reliance, and for good reasons. Israel has
accepted international monitors to oversee
implementation of past agreements, but it
has always resisted proposals that involved
soldiers from other armies — including U.S.
servicemen - risking their lives instead

of Israeli soldiers. Moreover, the Israeli
experience with an international presence
has been poor. UNIFIL in Lebanon has not
lived up to Israeli expectations in preventing
the re-armament of Hizbullah after the 2006
Second Lebanon War. Equally, EU monitors
abandoned their positions at the Rafah
crossing in 2006 when challenged by local
insurgents from Gaza.

Israel should seek to acquire Israeli
sovereignty in areas of vital military
importance in the West Bank, as part of a
territorial compromise, rather than settle

for extra-territorial security arrangements
that simply will not last. This was the original
intent of UN Security Council Resolution 242,
which did not envision a complete Israeli
withdrawal from the West Bank, but rather
the creation of new borders that would take
into account Israel’s security needs and at
the same time assure that any future peace
agreement will endure. To provide Israel
with the minimal strategic depth it needs
for its long-term survival, the Jordan Valley
must become Israel’s eastern border, thereby
helping to create truly defensible borders.

Notes

1. Yigal Allon, “Israel: The Case for Defensible Borders,”
Foreign Affairs, vol. 55, no. 1 (October 1976).

2. Anthony Cordesman, Arab-Israeli Military Forces in an Era
of Asymmetric Wars (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2008), p. 26.

3. The highest point of 4,600 feet is measured by the
height differential between the Dead Sea, at 1,300 feet
below sea level - the lowest point on Earth, and the
apex of the West Bank mountain ridge which reaches a
height of 3,300 feet above sea level at Baal Hatzor.
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Kenyan President
Daniel Arap Moi views
missile launchers, at
the Paradise Hotel north
of Mombasa used in a
failed SA-7 shoulder
fired missile attack by
Al-Qaeda on an Israeli
passenger jet on Nov.
29, 2002. The plane with
261 passengers and 10
crew members landed
safely in Tel Aviv with
no casualties, but 16
people were killed in a
simultaneous suicide
bombing on the Israeli-
owned hotel

33





