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Special issue
Israel's Deep Pockets for War

US extensive weapons stockpile in Israel under scrutiny

No review on supplying dumb bom

By Harry Davies and
Manisha Ganguly
Investigations correspondents
at The Guardian

PERSPECTIVE

Theirprecise locationis classified,
butsomewhereinlsraelthereare
multiple closely guarded warehous-
esthat contain billions of dollars’
worth of weapons owned by the US
government.

Longshrouded insecrecy, the
warehouses are part ofan extensive
but previously little-known stockpile
now facingscrutinyas pressure
mountsonthe Bidenadministration
overitssupportforlsrael'sbom-
bardmentof Gaza.

The stockpile was first established in
the1980storapidly supply USforces
foranyfuture Middle East conflicts.
However, over time, Israelhas been
permitted in certainsituationsto
drawfrom its extensive supplies.
Israelnow appearsto be receiving
munitions fromthe stockpilein
significantquantitiesforuseinits
waron Gaza, yet there has been little
transparency abouttransfersfrom
thearsenal.

° An Israeli soldier transports a 155mm artillery shell next to a self-propelled howitzer on October 18, 2023, near the Israel-Lebanon border, where Israeli troops were engaged in skirmishes with Lebanon-based Hezbollah resistance group.
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In interviews with the Guardian, multiple former US
officials familiar with American security assistance to
Israel have described how the stockpile enables expe-
dited arms transfers to the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).
It can also shield movements of US weapons from pub-
licand congressional oversight, they said.

“Officially it's US equipment for US use,” a former se-
nior Pentagon official said, “but on the other hand, in
anemergency,who'stosay we'renotgoingto givethem
thekeystothewarehouses?”

Since the emergency of the Hamas attack on 7 Octo-
ber, Israel has dropped tens of thousands of bombs in
Gaza, and it has been open about its demand for large
amounts of US-supplied munitions.
Therearewidelyheld concernsthatIsrael’'sbombingof
Gazahasbeenindiscriminate. And with close to 20,000
people dead in Gaza, according to local authorities, the
US s facing questions about the quantities and catego-
riesofbombsitisprovidingtoIsraeland the proportion
being made available through the secretive pre-posi-
tioned sstockpile.

In Washington, lawmakers have raised concernsabout
proposals by the White House that would relax rules
on the kinds of weapons placed in the stockpile, waive
spending caps on its replenishment, and give the Pen-
tagon greater flexibility to make transfers from the ar-
senal.

Josh Paul, whorecently resigned from the state depart-
mentin protestat Washington’s continued lethal assis-
tance to Israel, said the proposed changes to the stock-
pile were part of a drive by the Biden administration to
findnewwaysto supplyIsrael.

Describing internal US deliberations in October, he
said: “There was a press from the White House to say
essentially we need to figure out every possible [legal]
authority that we could give Israel that would get it
weaponsasfastaspossible.”

Anabundance of munitions

The full contents of the pre-positioned stockpile —
known as the War Reserve Stocks for Allies-Israel
(WRSA-I) — are not publicly disclosed, though former
officials say the Pentagon provides Congress with an
annual breakdown of whatitholds.
Thereportmaybeclassified,butearlierthisyear,anun-
usually candid description of the stockpile’s contents
emerged whena former USmilitary chiefrecalledinan
op-edtouringthe WRSA-Iwarehouse.

“The current stockpile is full of so-called dumb muni-
tions [those withoutsophisticated guidance systems],”
he said, including “thousands of ‘iron bombs’ that are
simply dropped from aircraft, so gravity can do its
work”.

In 2020, this abundance of dumb munitions in the
stockpile was highlighted by a pro-Israel think tank,

the Jewish Institute for National Security of America,
which complained that WRSA-Ihad become “obsolete”
because ofitshighlevels ofunguided bombsand short-
ageofprecision-guided munitions (PGMs).
Initslatestaerial bombardment of Gaza, however; Isra-
elhasrelied heavily on theselower-accuracy unguided
munitions, which weapons experts say has undercut
claims by the IDF that it is trying to minimise civilian
casualties.

Israel has not denied its use of unguided munitions,
which can pose significantrisks to civilians when used
in densely populated areas. Its air force repeatedly
shared images on social media at the beginning of the
offensive of dumb bombs, such as M117s, attached to
itsfighterjets.

It is not possible to ascertain how frequently M117s
were beingused in Gaza or the manner of their deploy-
ment, but between 40% and 45% of the munitions
used by Israel have been unguided, according to US
intelligence assessments reported by CNN. The Penta-
gon did not respond to questions about what propor-
tion ofthese munitions were from WRSA-I.

damage. Greater accuracy is achieved using in-built
systems such as laser, GPS, and radar technology to
guidetheweapon.

An unguided munition can become a PGM when a guid-
ance tailkit— suchasaUS-made]Joint Direct Attack Mu-
nitions (JDAM) — is attached, converting the munition
into a guided bomb unit (GBU). These bombs can carry
payloads of thousands of pounds; heavy GBUs can flat-
tenbuildingsandarereferredtoasbunkerbusters.

A former senior US official familiar with WRSA-I said
that when it came to air-to-ground munitions, “we’ll
give them whatever they need”, though they noted that
Israel had its own domestically produced supplies of
unguided munitions, unlike PGMs for which it largely
reliesonsalesfromthe US.

US-supplied tail kits allow Israel to convert its stocks
of unguided bombs into precision-guided ones, heavy
2,0001b versions of which appear to have been used in
airstrikesonthe]Jabaliarefugee campinnorthern Gaza.
Defence analysts say there is little transparency about
the categories and quantities ofarms thatthe USis pro-
vidingto Israel, butone transfer from WRSA-Iemerged

6 Israeli Air Force shared an image of the M117 dumb bomb on October 12, 2023, with the following caption on X: “arming and
continuing the series of attacks.”
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Unguided munitions, also known as dumb bombs, do
not have guidance systems but follow a ballistic trajec-
tory, guided by gravity, and can therefore be imprecise.
These munitions, which tend to be based on older de-
signs, have a higher chance of causing civilian casual-
tieswhenusedindensely populated areaslike Gaza.

Precision-guided munitions (PGMs) are designed to
increase the chances of the munition damaging or de-
stroying its intended target while reducing collateral

in October when Axiosreported thatthe USwould sup-
ply Israel with 155mm artillery shells. The unguided
munitions, intended for Israel’s ground campaign in
Gaza,wereheldinlarge volumesin WRSA-I.

The 155mm shells are particularly hazardous, accord-
ing to Marc Garlasco, a former UN war crimes investi-
gator,aseach shellreleases 2,0001ethal fragments,and
“their accuracy degrades over distance, increasing the
likelihood of civilians and civilian infrastructure get-

tinghitbyerrantshells.”

Images published by Gaza police’s explosive ordnance
disposal team last month appeared to show munition
fragments of 155mm artillery shells being removed
from buildings in Gaza. It is not known whether they
wereof US originor fromits stockpile.

The IDF and Israel’s defence ministry did not respond
torequestsforcomment.

Bypassingcontrols

AlthoughIsrael maintains WRSA-Iand pays forits stor-
age, itsaccesstothe stockpileisnotunlimited, said Sar-
ah Harrison, a former US defence department lawyer
whoisnowananalystatCrisis Group.

“There’s only one other stockpile like this, in [South]
Korea, it's very unique and allows for a transfer to hap-
pen fast,” she said. “But the stockpile does not autho-
rise Israel to just take things and take things for free,”
as there has to be a legal authority for each transfer of
equipment.

Former officials said thatwhere transfers from WRSA-I
can differ from regular arms sales between the US and
another country was that the equipment can be drawn
from the stockpile before the processes that account
forthetransferred equipmentare fully completed.
“We sort of retroactively build a foreign military sales
case, which may or may not need to be notified to Con-
gress, depending on what they took and what quanti-
ties,” said Josh Paul, the former state department offi-
cial.

Paul, who until October worked on the US’s foreign
arms transfers, said he was concerned by the expedit-
ed process as it could bypass the State Department’s
pre-transfer controls. “There’s no review of human
rights, there’s no review of regional balance, there’s
none of the conventional arms transfer policy review
that would normally happen,” he said. “Essentially, it's
takewhatyou canandwe’'llsortitoutlater”

Now, the White House is seeking to use its supplemen-
tal spending request to further relax rules related to
WRSA-I, a move that senators led by Elizabeth War-
ren have said would harm their ability to “determine
whether US assistance is contributing to dispropor-
tionate civilianharm”.

Brian Finucane, a former legal adviser at the state de-
partment, said Israel enjoyed many existingexceptions
from procedural safeguards in its defence partnership
with the US, and “any additional shortcut in fuelling
conflictinthe Middle Eastshould be concerning”

He said: “Do these arm transfers make sense stra-
tegically? Does pouring additional gasoline on the
fire make sense in terms of US national interests or in
achievingpeaceand stabilityintheregion?”

Thisarticlefirstappearedon The Guardian.




