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Israel-Hamas Confict:
Operational Considerations and Strategy

Abstract

The recent attack by Hamas demonstrates an unprecedented level of capability and sophistication
from the extremist militia, coupled with a signifcant intelligence failure on Israel’s part. The IDF’s
vulnerability can be attributed to an expanding threat landscape and the evolving counter-intelligence
tactics used by their adversaries. The rise of Iran-backed forces in the region, along with the increasingly
covert operations by Hamas and similar groups, challenges Israel’s intelligence capabilities. However,
the pressing question now is not about the occurrence of the attack but how Israel should respond.
Potential strategies for Israel to reestablish deterrence include maintaining direct control, transferring
authority to the West Bank, or adopting a collaborative International-Arab governance model. Each
option carries signifcant strategic implications. Direct Israeli control might strain its resources and
lead to further conficts. Handing authority to the West Bank Authorities could embolden extremist
factions. On the other hand, a joint governance approach could upset regional power balances. Given
these complexities, Israel might consider a two-pronged strategy: retaining limited territorial control in
areas of Gaza adjacent to the Israeli border, while conducting special operations throughout the rest of
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The October 7" Hamas attack on Israel forced the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) to respond and take
reactionary military measures, which include invading the Gaza Strip to restore order and deterrence.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has declared in response to the attacks that Israel, “is at
war.” He later stated about the initial retaliatory airstrikes in Gaza, “...this is only the beginning” and
“That means that this is a long war...” With the IDF surrounding the Gaza Strip and senior Israeli
offcials calling for an invasion what options does Israel have? As the world waits for Israel’s next move,
only a few ways ahead exist and all of them have dramatic implications for the region. This article will
explore four potential options for the IDF, then review the strategic implications of the situation, before
examining the challenges of the post-war period.

Operational Options

As the IDF initiates a full-scale ground offensive into Gaza, four primary operations are on the table:
operational patience, military occupation, invasion to establish a demilitarized zone (DMZ) then
withdrawal, and surgical operations followed by establishing a DMZ. Each of these options seems
feasible as Israel musters over 350,000 reserve troops to complement the roughly 170,000 active forces
already deployed around the country.

Operational Patience: This would entail the sustained bombardment of Hamas’s strongholds while
buying time for several factors to fall into place. This option will prevent Hamas militia reinforcements
from reorganizing and cripple any forthcoming attempts to assault Israel. It also buys time for the IDF
to plan and train for an invasion, and for the US to posture Naval forces in the region. Additional time
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explosion at the al-Ahli hospital in Gaza spurred global reactions such as the terrorist attack in Brussels,
Belgium, resulting in the deaths of two Swedish nationals, widespread riots directed at U.S. embassies
in Lebanon, as well as the U.S. military base in Turkey, and drone attacks against the U.S. troops in Irag.
Clearly, there is strong potential for the current confict to incite extremism and inspire further terrorist
attacks in the West.

Diversion of Attention from Other Threats: While countering Hamas’s provocations is paramount

for restoring deterrence, Israel also faces threats from multiple other fronts: Hezbollah in Lebanon,
escalating tensions in the West Bank, and an increasing Shia militia presence in Syria, including factions
like the Syrian al-Hussien brigade and the Iraqi PMF, which operate in proximity to Iranian IRGC

Quds forces. A disproportionate focus on Gaza could inadvertently open avenues for surprise assaults
from these fronts. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has spoken about these potential threats,
particularly the one posed by Hezbollah. He recently stated, “If Hezbollah decides to enter the war... It
will be making the mistake of its life. We will strike it with strength that it cannot even imagine and the
signifcance to it and to the country of Lebanon will be devastating.”

Furthermore, beyond the diversion of attention from local threats, there’s potential for distraction on

the global stage. A region-wide confict
would necessitate signifcant resources

and mobilization from Western powers,
potentially diverting attention from issues
like Iran’s nuclear program, Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, and China’s aggressive
posture toward Taiwan. Russia’s recent
offensive maneuvers, following months of
a more defensive stance, coupled with the
Chinese Air Force’s continuous provocations
in Taiwan’s airspace, serve as evidence that U.S. adversaries are willing to seize the opportunity
presented by the West’s heightened focus on the Middle East. With the myriad of threats facing Israel, it
must address several strategic challenges in the near future.

Strategic Challenges
Despite the military methods Israel chooses to employ against Hamas militias, there are several long-
term issues that Israel and its allies must prepare to address.

Rapid-Response Capabilities: Setting aside the reevaluation of intelligence measures, there are other
military challenges that Israel should be mindful of, particularly concerning mobility and aerial defense.
In the days leading up to the October 7th attack, the IDF deployed a signifcant portion of its troops into
areas adjacent to the West Bank, especially Eastern Jerusalem, due to concerns over potential protests
marking the anniversary of the 1973 Yom Kippur War. Consequently, when the unexpected Hamas
assault was launched, IDF troops had to be quickly remaobilized from the West Bank and deployed

to Gaza, compromising Israel’s rapid-response capability. This facilitated the escalation of Hamas
militants’ initial advances. In this context, it is crucial to give special attention to Israel’s rapid-response

nl Global and National Security Institute www.usf.edu/gnsi



https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/two-swedes-shot-dead-brussels-police-2023-10-16/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/protesters-near-us-embassy-beirut-sprayed-with-water-cannon-teargas-2023-10-18/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/fury-grows-turkey-against-israel-fresh-protests-planned-2023-10-18/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us-says-thwarts-drone-attack-its-troops-iraq-2023-10-18/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/netanyahu-to-troops-if-hezbollah-enters-the-war-its-making-the-mistake-of-its-life/
https://www.wsj.com/world/russia-goes-on-the-offense-in-ukraineand-suffers-heavy-losses-fd73202a
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/taiwan-reports-13-chinese-air-force-planes-its-air-defence-zone-2023-10-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/how-israel-was-duped-hamas-planned-devastating-assault-2023-10-08/



https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/2023-10-13/ty-article/.premium/saudi-arabia-freezes-normalization-talks-with-israel-amid-ongoing-war-with-hamas/0000018b-2a0b-d1bc-a58b-6baf83c20000
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/summit-with-arab-leaders-in-jordan-called-off-as-president-biden-heads-to-israel
https://www.timesofisrael.com/bodycams-on-hamas-gunmen-capture-terror-groups-assault-on-israeli-kibbutz/
https://abcnews.go.com/International/timeline-surprise-rocket-attack-hamas-israel/story?id=103816006#:~:text=Oct. 7%2C 6%3A30 a.m. in Israel&text=An estimated 2%2C200 rockets were,in southern and central Israel.
https://abcnews.go.com/International/timeline-surprise-rocket-attack-hamas-israel/story?id=103816006#:~:text=Oct. 7%2C 6%3A30 a.m. in Israel&text=An estimated 2%2C200 rockets were,in southern and central Israel.
https://www.idf.il/error.html?aspxerrorpath=/en/mini-sites/iran/iranian-appropriation-of-syrian-defense-assets/https:/www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/iran/iranian-appropriation-of-syrian-defense-assets/
https://syrianobserver.com/news/85142/israel-monitoring-hussein-division-concerned-about-its-lebanese-members.html
https://syrianobserver.com/news/85142/israel-monitoring-hussein-division-concerned-about-its-lebanese-members.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/gallant-says-iran-is-building-an-airport-in-southern-lebanon-for-terror-purposes/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-says-iranians-setting-up-airport-lebanon-attacks-it-2023-09-11/



https://apnews.com/article/israel-hamas-gaza-attack-intel-a5287a18773232f26ca171233be01721
https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/the-hamas-terrorist-organization/everything-you-need-to-know-about-hamas-underground-city-of-terror/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/how-secretive-hamas-commander-masterminded-attack-israel-2023-10-10/
https://embassies.gov.il/MFA/AboutIsrael/Maps/Pages/Israels Disengagement Plan- 2005.aspx#:~:text=By 22 September 2005%2C Israel%27s,Strip from the Palestinian Authority.

other regions, such as Lebanon, the West Bank, and Syria, potentially making way for unforeseen
challenges. Furthermore, an occupation of Gaza could spark large-scale protests within the Strip,
which could potentially extend to the West Bank and Arab-Israeli communities with a population
exceeding two million people, possibly igniting another “intifada.”

Moreover, if Israel assumes control of Gaza, they might eventually need to claim ownership of the
Strip, granting Gazan residents Israeli citizenship. This scenario could lead to signifcant demographic
and societal shifts that Israel might not be prepared to handle. Presently, Arab-Israelis make up about a
quarter of Israel’s population. Including Gazans would push this number past fve million, representing
over a third of Israel’s inhabitants. Given Israel’s democratic principles, this could lead to profound
political transformations that might challenge the fundamental Jewish character of the nation.

Transfer to the West Bank Authorities: Another option would be transferring governance of the Gaza
Strip to the West Bank Authorities, who are generally perceived as less radical than Hamas and more
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