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Israel Eyes Capturing Rafah

The first is rather easier to answer. 
The Hamas assault on October 7 
shook Israeli society to the core, 
as it was intended to do. After the 
second intifada between 2000 and 
2005, Israel had really thought it 
was in full control of its security. 
But on October 7, the Israeli De-
fense Forces (IDF), police, and in-
telligence agencies all got it griev-
ously wrong.
The Hamas paramilitary leader-
ship had planned the attack over 
many months and anticipated a 
massive Israeli response. This is 
what it got, resulting in damage to 
Israeli attempts to work with Gulf 
regimes and massive support for 
the Palestinian cause across the 
Middle East and beyond.
Meanwhile, Israel has the most 
hawkish cabinet in 75 years, with 
its unsteady coalition reliant on 
three fundamentalist parties. But if 
Hamas remains active, the far-right 
parties will most likely withdraw 
support, and Benjamin Netanyahu 
will not survive. The prime minis-
ter’s desire to continue in his role 
is enough to ensure that Israel’s as-
sault continues.
The IDF also has an interest in 
continuing this war. Its military 
failures have seen its status di-
minished across the Middle East, 
and its leadership knows this can 
best be regained by some kind of 
victory. The problem for the IDF 
leaders and Netanyahu is that the 
war is still not going according to 
plan. The IDF death toll may still be 
in the low hundreds, but more than 
a thousand troops have been seri-
ously wounded, many of them with 
life-changing injuries.
Even now, Hamas is reconstitut-
ing paramilitary units in northern 
Gaza, which for months the IDF 
has claimed to be in control of. On 
Sunday, the Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) re-
portedly mortared Israeli military 
positions east of Gaza City, while 
the Palestinian Mujahideen Move-
ment fired rockets toward an Is-
raeli position southeast of the city. 
These attacks may be much small-
er than at the start of the war, but 
they show that Hamas is far more 
flexible than expected. Even now, 
the IDF has still not mapped most 
of the Hamas tunnel network, nor 
has it been able to free more than 
three of the 100-plus captives re-
maining.
Meanwhile, what of the other 

question: the position of the Biden 
administration? There may be in-
creasingly strong messages direct-
ed at Netanyahu to limit the Pales-
tinian losses, but they have been 
to little avail. It’s as if the Israelis 
know they can ignore Biden with-
out consequence.
The Israel lobby is certainly very 
strong in Washington, and the 
Pentagon connections with Is-
rael are deep. They were greatly 
strengthened when Israeli advice 
was sought as the Iraq war went so 
wrong in 2003, and even now, US 
forces are permanently based in 
Israel, running a key X-band radar 
early warning facility. The US later 
helped to build Baladia, a perma-
nent Arab “town” for military train-
ing. The flow of hardware through 
to Israel at present is massive, and 
highly profitable for the US military 
industrial machine.
The main Israeli lobby group, the 
American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), is very effec-
tive, but there are also American 
Jewish organisations, such as the 
J Street group in Washington, that 
are very unhappy about the di-
rection of the war. What remains 
missing from an understanding of 
Biden’s position is the benefit Isra-
el gains from the support of Chris-
tian Zionists in the US.
Of about 100 million evangelical 
Christians in the US, a substantial 
minority do hold fast to the belief 
that Israel is an essential part of 
the Christian God’s plan for the end 
times. Some believe that it will be in 
the land of Israel that the final bat-
tle will be fought between good and 
evil and that it is part of God’s plan 
for Israel to be a Jewish state. Evan-
gelical Christians are more likely 
to vote than others, and Christian 
Zionists are more likely to vote Re-
publican. That alone bodes ill for 
an early end to the war — which 
makes it all the more important 
for US allies to speak some truth to 
power.
This is barely starting. David Cam-
eron says that Israel “should stop 
and think seriously” before taking 
further action in Rafah, and the EU 
foreign policy chief Josep Borrell 
has hinted that the US should re-
think military assistance to Israel. 
But much more will be needed, and 
quickly, if an even greater disaster 
is to be prevented.

The article first appeared on The Guardian.
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The US could stop the horror in Rafah today
Why won’t it?

Despite the pressure coming from 
the Biden administration, there is 
little sign of the Netanyahu cabinet 
changing its plan to destroy Hamas 
— whatever the cost in death and 

destruction in Gaza.
The immediate risk is to the city of Rafah, where Israel is 
launching intensive airstrikes and planning a full ground 
offensive. Rafah and its immediate surroundings are sheltering 
about 1.5 million people, many of them in flimsy tents, while 
food and clean water are scarce and medical support is minimal. 
Warning of a ground assault, the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Volker Türk described it as “terrifying, given the 
prospect that an extremely high number of civilians, again 
mostly children and women, will likely be killed and injured”. 
On Monday, at least 67 Palestinians were killed in airstrikes 
on Rafah, which coincided with an Israeli mission to free two 
captives.
Further horror in Rafah could be averted if the United States 
stepped in. Israel is hugely dependent on US military support 
and could not continue the war for long without it. This raises 
two core questions: Why is Israel determined to continue with 
a military operation that has the potential to cause appalling 
civilian casualties? And why won’t Joe Biden pull the plug?

Does Netanyahu have the nerve  
for military operation in Rafah?
Or is it a ruse to achieve other goals?

That’s significant for a number of 
reasons. The ground below is riddled 
with tunnels that are the only way for 
Hamas to smuggle weapons, apart 
from the sea.
Above ground, it is now where a huge 
number of displaced Palestinians 
have moved to in order to escape the 
fighting.
A military operation there will kill a 
lot more of them on top of the thou-
sands already dead — it’s thought 
there are at least 10,000 children 
among them.
But it is also where a lot of Hamas 
fighters and commanders are be-
lieved to be holed up.
There is a military logic, therefore, to 
going into Rafah, but the diplomatic 
fallout will be immense.
The White House says it would be 
“disastrous” in its currently planned 
form, the UK has warned Israel to 
think twice, and Egypt has threat-
ened to suspend its decades-long 
peace agreement with Israel if it fol-
lows through with the plan.
Reports from Israel suggest the op-
eration is not yet imminent.
This is primarily based on the esti-
mated troops’ strength likely to be 
required for such a manoeuvre. Re-
serve units that have been sent home 
in recent days would need to be re-
placed, and that takes time.
There is also speculation that the 
threat to go into Rafah is a ruse.
Benjamin Netanyahu is a wily op-
erator. He knows acting big against 
American pressure plays well with 
his voters.
It’s a tactic he has employed time and 
time again, and he desperately needs 

shoring up in polls that show him to 
be deeply unpopular.
Other commentators in Israel sug-
gest he is looking for an excuse, an 
alibi, someone to blame when he 
has to end the Gaza operation with-
out securing the total victory he has 
promised throughout this war.
“I desperately wanted to cut off the 
head of the snake in Rafah,” he could 
tell Israelis. “But our American pa-
trons and allies in the region made 
that impossible.”
This would be a familiar manoeuvre 
from him too.
This could also just be psychologi-
cal warfare. The Israelis have des-
perately wanted to claim a scalp, 
the death or capture of a key Hamas 

commander, but they have slipped 
through their hands like Gazan sand 
at every turn.
Threatening to move in on Rafah 
puts pressure on the likes of Hamas 
leader Yahya Sinwar and may be an 
effort to flush him out of his cover.
As ever in any Middle Eastern war, all 
is not what it seems.
Israel may have a plan for Rafah and 
could be testing the water, or it may be 
opting for tactics and psyops instead.
Either way, the truth for the civilians 
of Gaza trapped in this wretched war 
with little food, aid, or shelter is more 
terrifying uncertainty over where 
the bombs will fall next.

The article first appeared on Sky News.

Is Israel about to go into Rafah, and will it be a manoeuvre too far?
There is certainly a huge amount of talk about it. But is it all talk? Does the Israeli 
prime minister have the nerve to go ahead or is it a ruse to achieve other goals?
Rafah is important to Israeli ambitions in Gaza — it is the area directly adjacent 
to the border with Egypt.
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The large-scale map shows the Rafah Governorate in the southern Gaza Strip and its 
population as of February 12, 2024.
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US President Joe Biden (L) listens on, as Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu speaks during their meeting in Tel Aviv on October 18, 2023.
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