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EDITOR’S NOTE

pril’s AIR features news, analysis and opinion regarding “Operation Strength and ONTHE COVER

Sword” — the renewed Isracli campaign against Hamas following a two-month ceasefire  |srael Defence Forces

— and where it could lead. soldiers in operation in the
A BICOM backgrounder gives all the essential facts and context, while veteran Isracli  Gaza Strip, March 2025 (Im-
security reporter Ron Ben-Yishai explains the Isracli Government’s goals in renewing the  age: IDF)

war. Erez Linn reports on rumblings that the IDF is wcighing up instituting a temporary

occupation of Gaza’s cities to root out Hamas, while columnist Melanie Phillips discusses the agonising dilemmas in
the current fighting vis-d-vis the remaining living hostages still in Gaza.

Also featured this month is Ilan Evyatar on the intensifying political controversies in Isracl over the Government’s renewed push
for judicial reforms — which led to major discord in 2023 — and efforts to fire two senior public servants. Plus, noted Australian
intellectual Henry Ergas offers his original thoughts about the changes to Australian society over recent years that made possible the
wave of antisemitism that has occurred since October 7, 2023.

Finally, don’t miss Iranian-Australian negotiation specialist Mehran Mossadegh on the pitfalls of nuclear talks with Iran, Israeli
Druze activist Mendi Safadi on the plight of Syria’s minorities, or the heartfelt plea of freed Israeli hostage Eli Sharabi.

Please share with us any thoughts you may have regarding this edition at editorial@aijac.org.au.

Tzvi Fleischer
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FROM THE

EDITORIAL CHAIRMAN

COLIN RUBENSTEIN

DISRUPTION, UNCERTAINTY
& OPPORTUNITY

As the US-brokered ceasefire between Israel and Hamas came to an end on March 1,

the Middle East region entered into a time of great uncertainty.

Yet that climate of uncertainty also contains elements of opportunity for positive
changes in the region that previously appeared impossible.

For over two wecks after the ceasefire lapsed, even in the absence of further agree-
ment, Israel kept negotiating. It essentially gave Hamas a goodwill grace period with-
out receiving anything in return, even as the terror group was clearly using the time to
rebuild, rearm and prepare for future attacks. That restraint ended starting on March 18,
when Israel resumed targeted airstrikes on Hamas commanders and officials.

Accusations that floated in the media that Israel somehow “violated the ceasefire” are
nonsense. The ceasefire had lapsed. Hamas could have extended the first phase and contin-
ued to receive benefits from releasing hostages, but refused to do so.

Criticism of Israel that it failed to enter “phase two” of the January ceasefire ignores the
fact that the details of that phase were always to be negotiated, and the ceasefire agree-
ment made it clear that the war could be resumed if negotiations broke down — as they
clearly had in this case.

Israel had accepted a US proposal for a two-month ceasefire in exchange for ten living
hostages. Hamas rejected it, insultingly offered just one living hostage and four bodies for
the same period, and then appeared to simply stall for time.

Moreover, the first phase of the agreement saw Hamas delaying some hostage releases
while also grotesquely subjecting emaciated, desperate hostages to humiliating pre-hando-
ver “ceremonies” where they were forced to wade through hostile crowds and ingratiate
themselves with their captors on stage while surrounded by armed terrorists. Even the
bodies of the murdered Bibas children were not spared such “celebrations”.

Israel is thus wholly justified in resuming the war, though there naturally exists a great
deal of disagreement within Israel over how renewed fighting will affect the 24 hostages
believed to be alive, and in a desperate plight if the horrifying experiences of the hostages
that have been released is any guide.

Cynics pointed out that resuming the war benefitted Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu politically by keeping far-right ministers in his coalition. Yet all of Isracl’s top
security officials, even including Ronen Bar — the head of Israel’s internal security agency
Shin Bet whom the Prime Minister is trying to fire — agreed that, given Hamas” complete
intransigence on another hostage deal, renewed military pressure had to be applied. So the
military/security case for Israel’s actions seems clear, whatever their political effects.

Meanwhile, there is good reason to believe the current round of fighting can lead to
a more decisive outcome than the fighting over the previous 16 months did — if Hamas
does not relent and agree to a more reasonable hostage deal in the face of that military
pressure.

The IDF’s highly regarded new Chief of Staff Lt. Gen. Eyal Zamir has introduced
new tactical and strategic methods to further weaken Hamas — including targeting those
organising its governance and finance as well as the military wing, while expressing a new
willingness to take and hold Gaza neighbourhoods for extended periods, directly distrib-
ute aid and launch operations on multiple fronts at once. The evidence so far suggests
these methods appear highly effective, with Hamas looking stunned and disorganised, and



facing opposition demonstrations from Gazans.

Also shaking up the situation in the region have been
the Trump Administration’s new policies, not only regard-
ing Isracl and the Palestinians, but Iran as well.

Setting aside President Trump’s very controversial
domestic and foreign policies unrelated to these spheres,
the steps he has taken so far regarding Israel and Iran have
created important opportunities that did not exist under
the Biden Administration.

Trump has rightly removed all
obstacles to Israel’s weapons resup-
ply from US stocks, including, for
example, quadrupling Israel’s fleet of
lifesaving D9 bulldozers — essential
for safely detonating massive IEDs
and booby-trapped houses ahead of
advancing troops. And the Adminis-
tration has backed tough Israeli action
against Hamas following the negotia-
tions impasse in a way it is hard to imagine the Biden Ad-
ministration doing, including both the military attacks and
Israel’s temporary aid cut off to Gaza. The latter appears
critical, as the evidence is overwhelming that Hamas has
been using aid flows as a vital lifeline to rebuild its military
capabilities and authority over Gazans, even as there is
ample food stockpiled inside Gaza.

Meanwhile, the US began launching sustained and seri-
ous attacks against the Houthis of Yemen in order to end
their blockade of the Bab al-Mandab Strait, which has cost
the world billions of dollars in shipping expenses.

Importantly, Trump has rightly called out Iran’s respon-
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“While the Trump Administra-
tion is disruptive and unpre-
dictable, with possible negative
global effects in some areas, in
the Middle East that disruption
of past tradition and thinking
may be creating new opportuni-
ties, as well as risks”

“Hamas is responsible for this war. It invaded our towns, mur-
dered our people, raped our women and kidnapped our loved
ones. Hamas refused offer after offer to release our hostages. In
the past two wecks, Israel did not initiate any military action in
the hope that Hamas would change course. Well, that didn’t hap-
pen... This is why I authorised yesterday the renewal of military

action against Hamas.”
Israeli PM Binyamin Netanyahu announces a renewed campaign
against Hamas (Israeli Prime Minister’s Office, March 18).

“This is on Hamas. The United States stands with the State of
Israel. That’s a 100% commitment. We’ve expressed that Hamas
had every opportunity to demilitarise, to accept the bridging
proposal that would have given us a 40- or 50-day ceasefire
where we could have discussed demilitarisation and a final
truce. There were all kinds of opportunities to do that, and they

elected not to.”
US Middle East Special Envoy Steve Witkoff (Times of Israel, March
23).

sibility for the Houthis’ piratical behaviour in very strong
language. This is part of a suite of measures on Iran that
offers new hope that the promises from successive US
Administrations that Iran will never be allowed to build
nuclear weapons may under Trump actually lead to serious
action, rather than just kicking the can down the road —
which we have often seen in the past.

By setting a two-month deadline for Iran to agree to
a longer and stronger nuclear deal,
Trump has signalled both the urgency
the US has placed on stopping Iran’s
nuclear weapons program and that
Washington is determined not to al-
low Teheran to string out negotiations
as a way to stall for time as it has
done so often in the past.

At the same time, the US has
given Israel all the bunker-busting
bombs it needs to carry out a strike
on Iran’s nuclear sites, and is signalling its own openness
to possible US military action in the near future if Teheran
refuses to make a nuclear deal, or attempts a breakout.

So while the Trump Administration is disruptive and
unpredictable, with possible negative global effects in some
areas, in the Middle East that disruption of past tradition
and thinking may be creating new opportunities, as well as
risks. The next few months will be crucial in determining
whether these opportunities — in Gaza, in Lebanon, inYe-
men and elsewhere, and especially in terms of Iran’s accel-
erating rush to the bomb — can be successfully exploited. If
so, the results could be genuinely transformative.

“Every shot fired by the Houthis will be looked upon, from this
point forward, as being a shot fired from the weapons and lead-
ership of IRAN, and IRAN will be held responsible, and suffer

the consequences, and those consequences will be dire!”
US President Donald Trump (Truth Social, March 17).

“Hamas must show compassion for Gaza, its children, women
and men. .. [It must] step aside from governing and fully rec-
ognise that the battle ahead will lead to the end of Palestinians’

existence.”
Fatah spokesman Monther al-Hayek calls on Hamas to surrender
and cede power in Gaza (Australian, March 23).

“The Americans should know threats will get them nowhere

when confronting Iran... They will get a hard slap.”
Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei (CBS, March 21).

“In terms of threats to life, [antisemitism is] my agency’s No. 1
priority because of the weight of incidents we’re seeing play out

in this country.”
ASIO Director-General Mike Burgess in Senate Estimates (Hansard,
Feb 25).
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SCRIBBLINGS

Tzvi Fleischer

75 YEARS

To sum up the fundamentals of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, the Israeli intellectual and author Dr Einat Wilf
likes to cite a quote from Britain’s Foreign Secretary
Ernest Bevin’s speech to the British Parliament on Febru-
ary 18, 1947. Explaining the reasons for his Government’s
decision to return the British Mandate for Palestine to the
UN, Bevin lists the considerable efforts British authorities
had made to find arrangements agreeable to both the Jew-
ish and Arab communities in the territory, and the conclu-
sion that was reached from them:

His Majesty’s Government have thus been faced with an irrec-
oncilable conflict of principles. .. For the Jews, the essential point

of principle is the creation of a sovereign Jewish state. For the

Arabs, the essential point of principle is to resist to the last the

establishment of Jewish sovereignty in any part of Palestine.

That last sentence summarises the Palestinian ethos to
this day (even if many Arab countries no longer back it):
“to resist to the last the establishment of Jewish sovereignty in any
part of Palestine”Not to establish Palestinian statehood. Not
to achieve self-determination. And it’s nothing to do with
the policies of any Isracli government. The “essential point”
is to reject any Jewish state or sovereignty on even one
centimetre of what they regard as “Palestine”.

In this column, I have brought evidence time and again
— using both official Palestinian speeches and media, and
credible opinion polls — that this “essential point” remains
the Palestinian nationalist goal for both the PA and Hamas,
and is reflected in majority public opinion. Indeed, there
is a lot of evidence, also previously cited in this column,
that a substantial proportion of Palestinians do not merely
reject any Jewish sovereignty in the land; they reject any
Jewish presence there whatsoever — hoping or expecting
that Israel’s seven million plus Jewish citizens can be ethni-
cally cleansed from it.

But here’s my point. The rejection of any Jewish sover-
eignty was sort of understandable — even if immoral and
short-sighted — in the context of 1947.The argument by
Arab leaders in Mandate Palestine (they were not gener-
ally called Palestinians at the time) as explained in Bevin’s
speech is as follows:

For the Arabs, the fundamental point is that Palestine should

no longer be denied the independence which has now been at-

tained by every other Arab State and that in accordance with the

accepted principles of democracy the elected majority should be

free to determine the future destiny of the country. .. they are

therefore unwilling to contemplate further Jewish immigration

into Palestine.

AIR - April 2025

In other words, their demand in 1947 was that Pales-
tine should be treated the same as the other Arab states
then being created by the former colonial powers in the
Middle East, regardless of any Jewish claims or the terms
of the Mandate calling for a Jewish National Home. That
majority Arab state would then have the right to bar all
Jewish immigration.

As I said, this view is understandable to some degree,
given the context at the time.

Yet it is now more than 75 years later — at least two
full generations of Israeli Jews and Palestinians have grown
up in a land with Jewish sovereignty in place, while all the
dozens of ancient Jewish communities across the Middle
East have been almost completely obliterated by Arab
hostility. It is simply bonkers to today still assert the same
demand of no Jewish sovereignty whatsoever anywhere.
Even if you believe Israel’s creation was fundamentally
unjust, demanding that history be rewound and the past 80
years undone — regardless of the human cost — is extreme
nationalism on steroids. Historically, it is hard to think of
many other modern nationalist movements dominated by
such extremist views.

It is this reactionary extremism in Palestinian national-
ism — demanding that history be rewound to 1947, or even
1917, and then rerun to give them everything they feel
they should have gotten at the time — that explains why
Palestinian leaders have rejected three Israeli-supported
two-state peace offers that would have given them every-
thing the “international community” thinks they should
want. And it is why a peace will not be possible until
something alters Palestinian society enough to shift the
core tenets around which Palestinian nationalism has been
built since the 1930s.

MOST GAZANS WANTTO LEAVE

After Feb. 6, when US President Donald Trump an-
nounced his controversial “Gaza Riviera” plan to rebuild
the Strip as a tourist mecca full of hotels and resorts,
including evacuating the population to facilitate recon-
struction, many commentators were rightfully and un-
derstandably concerned about hints the President might
be advocating forceful removal of people from the area.
However, many others insisted even Voluntary evacuations
were unacceptable to Palestinians, maintaining they would
demand to stay on “their land”.

Well, Gazans don’t agree with that at all. A majority
of them say they would leave if given the chance, ac-
cording to a recent Gallup survey published in the UK
Telegraph. The poll of 532 Gaza residents aged 18 and
older, conducted between March 2 and13, found only
39% indicated they would remain in Gaza with no plans
to leave, while 38% said they would consider temporary
relocation with the intention to return later, and 14%
saying they would leave permanently if possible. That’s



52% ready to leave, at least temporarily.

This should be no surprise — many Gazans have already
been doing so, both in the past and during the war.

For instance, a 2023 Palestinian research study noted
regarding Gaza, “Since 2007, local reports have confirmed
that over 250,000 youths migrated from the Gaza Strip in
pursuit of a thriving life in Europe.”

Meanwhile, Israeli reports say at least 1,000 residents
left Gaza permanently via Israel in the first half of March,
while another 600 were expected to do so by the end of
the month.

The whole “Palestinians will steadfastly stay on the land”
theme in much media commentary on the Trump plan was
actually part and parcel of abusive romanticisation of Pales-
tinians as symbols of “resistance” and “steadfastness”, which
has caused the world to keep Palestinians in refugee camps
across multiple generations, rather than help them resettle

and build normal lives.

DECONSTRUCTION
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“WHEREWAS THE WORLD?”

My name is Eli Sharabi. [ am 53 years old. I've come
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Eli Sharabi

back from hell. I’ve returned to tell my story. I used to live
in Kibbutz Be’eri with my British-born wife, Lianne, and
my daughters, Noiya and Yahel.

It was a beautiful community. We were all passionate
about creating the best life for our children and for our
neighbours.

On October 7, my heaven turned to hell. Sirens began.
Hamas terrorists invaded. And I was ripped away from my
family, never to see them again. For 491 days, I was kept
mostly underground in Hamas terror tunnels, chained,
starved, beaten and humiliated.

They took pleasure in our suffering. I survived on
scraps of food with no medical attention and no mercy.
When I was released, I weighed just 44 kilos. I had lost
over 30 kilos, nearly half my body weight.

For 491 days, I held on to hope. I imagined the life we
would rebuild. I dreamt of secing my family again. Only
when I returned home, I learned the truth. My wife and
my daughters had been slaughtered by Hamas terrorists on
October 7.

I'm here today, less than six weeks after my release.

To speak for those still trapped in that nightmare. For my
brother Yossi, murdered in Hamas captivity.

For the first 52 days, I was held in an apartment. I was
tied up with ropes. My arms and legs were tied so tightly,
the ropes tore into my flesh. I was given almost no food,

no water and I couldn’t sleep. The pain was unbearable.

Sometimes I would just faint from the pain, only to wake
up to that pain again and again.

Then, on Nov. 27, 2023, Hamas took me into a tunnel,
50 metres underground. Again, the chains were so tight,
they ripped my skin. They never took them off. Not for a
single moment. Those chains tore at me until the day I was
released. Every step I took was no more than 10 centime-
tres. Every walk to the bathroom took an eternity. I cannot
begin to describe the agony. It was hell.

[ was fed a piece of pita a day, maybe a sip of tea. Hun-
ger consumed everything. They beat me, they broke my
ribs. I didn’t care. I just wanted a piece of bread.

We had to beg for food, beg to use the bathroom. Beg-
ging was our existence.

Psychological terror was constant. Every day they told
us, “The world has abandoned you. No one is coming.”

One day, a terrorist took his anger out on me. He
stormed in and beat me so badly that he broke my ribs. I
couldn’t properly breathe for months.

On Feb. 8, 2025, I was released. I weighed 44 kilo-
grams. This is less than the body weight of my youngest
daughter, Yahel, may her memory be a blessing. I was a
shell of my former self. I still am.

I stood at that sick Hamas ceremony, surrounded by
terrorists, and the crowd of so-called uninvolved civilians,
hoping my wife and daughters were waiting for me.

At the end of the day, I met a representative from the
Red Cross. She told me, “Don’t worry, you are safe now.”
Safe? How could they feel safe surrounded by terrorist
monsters? Where had the Red Cross been for the past 491
days?

Then I arrived home. They told me my mother and
sister were waiting for me. I said, “Get me my wife and
daughters.” And that was when I knew they were gone.
They had been murdered.

I'm here today because I survived and I prevailed. But
that is not enough.

[ will not leave anyone behind. Their time has almost
run out. I'm here before you now to give my testimony
and to ask, where was the United Nations? Where was the
Red Cross? Where was the world?

[ saw Hamas terrorists carrying boxes with the UN
and UNRWA emblems on them into the tunnel. Dozens
and dozens of boxes paid by your governments. Feeding
terrorists who tortured me and murdered my family. They
would eat many meals a day from the UN aid in front of us
and we never received any of it.

When you speak of humanitarian aid, remember this:
Hamas eats like kings while hostages starve. Hamas steals
from civilians. Hamas blocks aid from reaching those who
truly need it.

Four hundred and ninety-one days. That is how long I
starved. How long I was chained. How long I begged for
humanity. And in all that time, no one came.
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My name is Eli Sharabi. I am not a diplomat. I am a
survivor. Bring them all home, now.

The above is excerpted from the March 20, 2025 address by for-
mer hostage Eli Sharabi at the UN Security Council in New York.

ASIA S WATCH

Michael Shannon

A FEUD AND ITS FALLOUT
The sight of former Philippines president Rodrigo

Duterte in the dock at the International Criminal Court in
The Hague, Netherlands, facing charges of crimes against
humanity, offered stark evidence of the bitter enmity be-
tween President Ferdinand Marcos Jr and his predecessor.

The alliance between the two powerful families helped
deliver the presidency to Marcos and the vice presidency
to Duterte’s daughter Sara in the 2022 elections. The
unravelling of this partnership is more than just a political
realignment — it is a blood feud in the Philippines tradi-
tion, characterised by perceived betrayal, dishonour and a
thirst for violent revenge. In turn, the patronage networks
of powerful clans are activated, accessing illicit financial
networks and mobilising private armies to settle the score.

With the alliance structure between northern Luzon
(Marcos’ stronghold) and Mindanao (Duterte’s base)
breaking down, the country is facing deeper instability that
could spill over in numerous ways, as local warlords, drug
cartels and insurgent groups seek to take advantage.

In particular, the fragile gains of the peace process in
the country’s south are at risk from renewed Islamist mili-
tant activity — ranging from targeted attacks on govern-
ment installations and civilian infrastructure to aggressive
recruitment drives in impoverished communities. Al-
though government security forces have intensified opera-
tions to disrupt these networks, the complex terrain and
deeply rooted local support in certain areas have allowed
these groups to maintain a foothold.

Active since the early 1990s, the Abu Sayyaf Group
has been infamous for high-profile kidnappings, bomb-
ings and extortion schemes. In recent months, remnants
of the group have continued to engage in sporadic violent
incidents. These include targeted kidnappings of local busi-
nessmen and occasional ambushes aimed at security forces
operating in less accessible regions. Their ability to exploit
the rugged geography of the Sulu archipelago in the deep
south enables them to evade sustained military pressure.

Emerging as a formidable force in the wake of its 2017
siege of Marawi City, the Maute Group quickly gained
notoriety for its explicit ties to Islamic State. Although the
scale of their operations has since diminished, recent intel-
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ligence suggests that small factions remain active in certain
parts of Mindanao. Over the past months, these groups
have reportedly engaged in low-level guerrilla tactics,
including hit-and-run attacks on local checkpoints and
government installations.

A hardline splinter faction that broke away from the
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), the Bangsamoro
Islamic Freedom Fighters’ (BIFF) activities have fluctuated
over time, but recent months have seen an uptick in their
localised operations. BIFF members have been implicated
in isolated incidents of arson, road blockades and ambushes
on security personnel, particularly in rural and border
areas.

The political rivalry between Marcos and Duterte sup-
porters has significant implications for Muslim Mindanao.
Proponents of Duterte’s methods argue that an uncompro-
mising approach is the only viable way to deter extremist
violence. They maintain that military operations, enhanced
surveillance and aggressive counterterrorism measures are
indispensable in the face of groups that refuse to be swayed
by negotiation. Conversely, advocates for the Marcos-
aligned policies emphasise that sustainable peace can
only be achieved through a hybrid strategy that combines
targeted security operations with community engagement
and economic development.

Local leaders in the region are increasingly wary of the
uncertainty that this political discord has generated. Co-
ordination between national forces and local government
units is critical in a region where geographical and social
complexities require tailored approaches. A polarised po-
litical environment could affect the sharing of intelligence
and the execution of integrated security measures.

The Philippines military, which has historically played
kingmaker during leadership crises, is also showing signs
of division. Duterte loyalists remain embedded in the
ranks, and if the political crisis escalates, factions within
the armed forces could move to protect their interests
— whether through internal coups, selective defiance of
orders or outright intervention in governance.

Likewise, the Philippines National Police, notorious
for its role in Duterte’s drug war, remains a wildcard.

If Duterte’s allies in the security forces begin operating
independently, extrajudicial violence could return, fuelling
further unrest.

While the Marcos-Duterte power struggle is rooted in
the Philippines, its consequences could spill over to neigh-
bouring countries. The Malaysian state of Sabah has long
been vulnerable to cross-border crime — from human traf-
ficking and kidnapping to smuggling and piracy — particu-
larly from Abu Sayyaf’s stronghold in nearby Sulu. Like-
wise, an uptick in jihadist violence could reignite radical
Indonesian jihadist networks in Sulawesi and Kalimantan.

With Rodrigo Duterte in a jail cell in the Netherlands,
it’s hard to see how the Marcos-Duterte conflict will



be defused. Philippines history suggests it will not end
peacefully. AIR
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Alex Benjamin

GOINGTO EXTREMES

“The world works better when the US and the EU
stand together,” then-British PM Tony Blair said in 2002.

Those words, to my British-born ears, sound as distant
in memory as paying in shillings.

Today, from Brussels, the Transatlantic gap feels unfath-
omably wide. Ukraine, Russia, tariffs, bombastic rhetoric
on migrants, the list of rifts goes on. Europe is scrambling
to find answers to an American president who cares little
about how he is perceived abroad, much less about the es-
tablished American and European-led international system
that has existed for the past 80 years.

Nowhere was this more evident than in the remarks of
Vice President D Vance in Munich, where he lambasted
European governments for, as he saw it, retreating from
their values and ignoring voter concerns on migration
and free speech. Vance’s speech went down very badly. It
was, even for a Trump cheerleader, extraordinarily poorly
judged.

The irony of the venue — Munich — was not lost on the
participants being hectored about Ukraine, given the fa-
mous “I have in my hand a piece of paper” promising “peace
for our time” remarks by Chamberlain in 1938, even as the
Czechs were thrown under the Nazi bus.

Then we have Trump Administration Department of
Government Efficiency head Elon Musk’s comments: “Move
beyond Nazi guilt,” he exhorted the German population, be-
fore adding that the far—right Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD)
party represented “Germany’s last hope”.

After the German election on February 23, Musk called
Alice Weidel, the co-leader of the AfD, to congratulate her
on the party’s performance after it doubled its support
from the last election.

The cosying up by elements of the Trump Adminis-
tration to the European far right has really rankled the
European mainstream. The vast majority of European
governments are trying to hold back the tide of populism,
building cordons sanitaires in parliaments and assemblies
across the continent to exclude these extremist parties
from government posts and decision-making. This, of
course, plays into the populist hands and reinforces their
talking points about elite domination and democratic defi-
cits. But nobody wants to risk being the modern equivalent
of Paul von Hindenburg — who inadvertently facilitated
Hitler’s rise to power.

The Trump-led Republican Party is today dominated
by populists who have made it to the top of the heap. They
have railed against the mainstream media and elites and
tilted at liberal windmills incessantly — sometimes with
some factual basis, but often not. Little wonder, then, that
they find common cause with European far-right populists
like Weidel, France’s Le Pen and Hungary’s Orban.

This brings us to a very thorny issue for Jewish commu-
nities here in Europe.

Many Jewish communities also have cordons sanitaires of
their own. The French CRIF and Germany’s Zentralrat, the
umbrella organisations for their respective countries, are
a case in point, refusing to engage with France’s Rassemble-
ment National (“National Rally”, or RN) or the AfD. There
was therefore much gnashing of teeth in some European
Jewish quarters when Gideon Saar, Israel’s Foreign Minis-
ter, announced he was opening dialogue with the RN, the
Swedish Democrats and Abascal’s Vox in Spain.

Adding insult to injury, Israel’s Minister for Diaspora
Affairs Amichai Chikli invited Le Pen’s deputy Jordan
Bardella — and some other right-wing populists from
Spain, Sweden and Hungary — to Jerusalem for a major
antisemitism conference in late March.

The rationale here is simple from an Israeli perspective:
most mainstream European parties have been ambiguous at
best about Israel post-October 7. Meanwhile, the far right
and populists have been unequivocal in both their support
of Israel, and in their revulsion at the pro-Hamas protests
on Europe’s streets.

Decision time is therefore drawing closer for European
Jewry. As populists get ever closer to the levers of power,
we are actively debating whether to remain on the outside
or seek a place inside the proverbial “tent”.

[ was in Germany recently for a major conference
of police chiefs. Sitting on one panel, [ was amazed by
the number of questions from the floor to the German
panellists about the inexorable rise of the AfD.Yet, given
the German experience of National Socialism within
living memory, such an obsessive focus is completely
understandable.

Then it was my turn to tell them what I thought. I
told them that, when I go to sleep at night, I'm not overly
worried about the far right. It’s people like far-left French
politician Jean-Luc Mélenchon and his fellow travellers
who keep me up at night.

The far right are trying to wash themselves clean. They
must not be allowed to conceal their ugly roots, but at
least they are trying to distance themselves from them.
Meanwhile, the far left are happily rolling in the anti-Zion-
ist and antisemitic mud, yet still appear to come up smell-
ing of roses. The debate over populism and the far right
is an important one, but it shouldn’t come at the expense
of identifying where the real problem lies for European
Jewry. And that’s on the other end of the spectrum.
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BEHIND

THE NEWS

ROCKET AND TERROR
REPORT

In the eight days following the
March 18 resumption of hostilities
in Gaza, at least ten rockets were
launched at Israel from Gaza, all of
which were intercepted or fell in
open areas. Isracl’s renewed strikes
in Gaza killed several senior Hamas
and Palestinian Islamic Jihad officials
and commanders (see cover story for
more details), and the IDF began to
re-engage in ground operations.

Fourteen people were injured in
a car ramming at the Karkur Junc-
tion on Feb. 27. On March 4, one
Israeli was killed and four injured in
a stabbing attack in Haifa. On March
25, one elderly civilian was killed and
a soldier badly wounded in a ram-
ming, stabbing and shooting attack in
northern Israel.

An ongoing Israeli counterterror-
ism operation throughout the cities
of the northern West Bank continues
to result in the killing or capture of

numerous terrorists and suspects.

ISRAEL REPORTEDLY
PREPARINGTO CONTROL
ALL GAZA AID

In the last week of February, Israeli
authorities briefed aid agencies that
Israel planned to take direct control
of all humanitarian aid to Gaza, with
all items screened and organised
through several new logistics hubs, to
prevent Hamas stealing it. However,
several agencies said they would likely
not cooperate with such a plan.

With the support of the US Gov-
ernment, Israel then halted humani-
tarian aid entering Gaza on March 1
due to Hamas’ refusal to negotiate a
continued ceasefire, and its stockpil-
ing and selling aid rather than allow-
ing it to be distributed for free as
intended. Israeli authorities believe
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sufficient aid has entered Gaza since
January to last about five months.

HAMAS’ OCTOBER 7
ATTACKS AIMEDTO
DESTROY ISRAEL

A new analysis of Hamas docu-
ments captured in Gaza reveals more
details about the beliefs of its lead-
ers and the goals of the campaign
launched on October 7, 2023.

They show that terrorist leader
Yahya Sinwar and others in Hamas
wholeheartedly believed that the
destruction of Israel was possible,
especially after the 2021 Israel-Hamas
contflict (“Operation Guardian of
the Walls”). Soon after that conflict,
Hamas began working on practical
plans to that end, which were shared
with Iran (disproving Iranian denials
of involvement in planning the at-
tacks) and its Lebanese proxy, Hez-
bollah, involving a “unification of the
fronts” to simultaneously attack Israel
at the right moment — with a Jewish
holiday specifically mentioned.

ISRAEL AIDS SYRIAN
DRUZE

On March 1, Israel’s Government
instructed the IDF to prepare plans to
defend the Druze-majority city of Ja-
ramana, on the outskirts of Damascus
in Syria, following reports of clashes
between Druze locals and the new
Syrian interim Government.

During February and March, Israel
also sent 10,000 food packages to
Syrian Druze communities.

In mid-March, a delegation of
more than 150 Syrian Druze dignitar-
ies visited Israel, the first such visit
since 1974. They visited holy sites,
including the Tomb of Jethro (Nabi
Shu’ayb) and met with their Israeli
brethren.

ISRAELI RAIDS IN SYRIA

In early March, the IDF conducted
several targeted raids in southern
Syria, seizing and destroying weap-
ons, including rifles, ammunition
and rockets. The IDF also launched
airstrikes on former Syrian regime
sites, including a military site in Qa-
rdaha, where weapons belonging to
the previous regime were stored. On
March 13, Israel targeted a Palestin-
ian Islamic Jihad command centre in
Damascus that, according to the IDF,
had been used to orchestrate terrorist
attacks against Israel.

Israel says it aims to demilitarise
southern Syria near the Israeli border.

Meanwhile, on March 16, violence
erupted on the Lebanon-Syria bor-
der after Syria accused Hezbollah of
kidnapping and killing three Syrian
soldiers near the border. Hezbollah
denied involvement. Tensions esca-
lated further when Syrian rockets
struck Lebanon’s Qasr village.

AS US STRIKES, HOUTHIS
RESUME FIRING ON
ISRAEL

The US began an ongoing wave of
intensive strikes against the Houthis in
Yemen on March 16 to restore free-
dom of navigation in the Red Sea. The
Trump Administration redesignated
the Houthis as a Foreign Terrorist
Organisation on March 4.

Meanwhile, between the end
of the ceasefire between Israel and
Hamas and March 25, the Houthis
fired at least six missiles at Israel —
most occurring in the middle of the
night, with some allegedly targeting
Ben Gurion International Airport. All
were intercepted or disintegrated.




LEBANON UPDATE

On March 22, six rockets were
launched from southern Lebanon to-
ward Metula, Israel, with some inter-
cepted and others landing in Lebanon.
This was the third such attack since the
November 2024 Israel-Lebanon cease-
fire. In response, the IDF conducted
airstrikes on terror infrastructure in
Hezbollah-controlled areas in southern
Lebanon and the Beqa’a region.

The IDF continues operations
to enforce the ceasefire by curbing
Hezbollah’s military buildup, while
Lebanon’s Government has called for
international pressure on Israel to
withdraw from five strategic border
points it still holds inside Lebanon.
Israel continues to occupy the bor-
der sites pending the completion of
the Lebanese Army’s deployment to
southern Lebanon as promised under
the ceasefire agreement.

On March 15, the IDF eliminated
two Hezbollah operatives in a drone
strike on their vehicle in southern
Lebanon.

SPIKE IN IRAN’S HIGHLY
ENRICHED URANIUM
Analysis of the February 2025
report of the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) shows Iran
now stocks enough enriched uranium
in various purities to produce a single
atomic warhead’s worth of weapons-
grade uranium in about a week, seven
warheads worth in three weeks and
17 in four months. Teheran’s stockpile
of 60% enriched uranium increased
to 275kg, almost 50% more than
what it had in November 2024
Following the report, IAEA Di-
rector-General Rafael Grossi warned
that “Iran is the only non-nuclear
weapon state enriching to this level

[60%], causing me serious concern.”

BRITISH PARLIAMENTARY
REPORT DOCUMENTS
OCTOBER 7 ATROCITIES

A new 31 8—page report pre-

pared by a committee of the British

Parliament and presented on March
18 documents Hamas’ brutal attack
on Israel on October 7, 2023.The
report says around 6,000 terror-
ists, including Hamas’ elite Nukhba
forces, invaded southern Israel, kill-
ing 1,182 people, wounding more
than 4,000 and taking 251 hostages.
The report documents in detail
mass executions, mutilations and
sexual violence, calling the attack
the deadliest massacre of Jewish
people since the Holocaust.

Meanwhile, the US Justice De-
partment launched a Joint Task Force
October 7 (JTF 10-7) to use legal
methods to pursue justice for victims
and combat Hamas’ threats.

BRITISH REVIEW
DEBUNKS GAZA FAMINE
CLAIMS

A detailed review conducted by
UK Lawyers for Israel (UKLFI) in

STRANGER THAN

FICTION

THERE’S SNOW ROLE FOR
ISRAELIS

The obsessiveness with which Israel’s
haters seck to boycott and cancel any
Israeli was epitomised by a reaction to
the new Disney movie “Snow White”,
starring Israeli actress Gal Gadot as the
evil Queen, opposite Rachel Zegler’s
Snow White.

While Gadot proudly supports her
home country, Zegler is outspokenly
anti-Israel. But this did not stop the
“Campaign to boycott Israel’s support-
ers in Lebanon” demanding on March
18 that the movie not be shown in that
country. We would have thought a movie
where an evil villain played by an Israeli is
vanquished by a sweet heroine played by
a strong critic of Israel would lend itself
to anti-Israel propaganda and have been
enjoyed by the Jewish state’s detractors.
However, it was apparently more impor-

tant to limit “the efforts to penetrate the

February found that UN claims of
actual or imminent famine in Gaza
during the Isracl-Hamas war last year
were inaccurate, and based on flawed
data and methodology. Reports

from famine monitoring organisa-
tions, including the Integrated Food
Security Phase Classification (IPC)
and Famine Early Warning Systems
Network (FEWS NET), were used as
evidence in legal cases against Israel,
influencing the International Crimi-
nal Court’s decision to charge Israeli
leaders with war crimes. However,
using these bodies” own data, UKFLI
found that famine was never close to
occurring, and malnutrition levels
were only slightly higher than pre-
war levels.

The study highlighted various
methodological errors by the UN
bodies, such as reliance on incom-
plete data, misclassification, failure
to update projections, failure to
include all available food sources and
inflated population estimates.

Zionist narrative into our culture” by ex-
cluding any Israeli actors than to support
the pro-Palestinian Zegler, even when the
movie matches the Palestinian narrative
far better than the Zionist one.

The Feb. 11 premiere of the Marvel
movie “Captain America: Brave New
World” similarly attracted several dozen
protestors calling for a boycott of the film
because of the character Ruth Bat-Seraph
and her superhero alter-ego Sabra, played
by Israeli actress Shira Haas.

In the original comics, Bat-Seraph was
a Mossad agent, but in the movie, she’s a
US government employee. However, just
the fact that she’s Israeli was enough to
set off the haters. And of course, a cer-
emony to unveil a star for Gadot on Hol-
lywood’s Walk of Fame was also disrupted
by protesters.

Apparently for some, Israelis should
only be allowed to appear in movies as
real-life villains in depictions of the Pal-
estinian narrative. However, such movies
would have about as much relationship
with the truth as those about superheroes

or fairy tales.
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COVER STORY

BACK INTO GAZA?

“OPERATION STRENGTH AND SWORD”: A

BACKGROUNDER

BICOM

On March 18 and 19, the IDF launched a series of what

it termed pre-emptive strikes in Gaza, targeting lead-

ership officials, mid-ranking military Hamas commanders
and terrorist infrastructure. The IDF termed the opera-
tion “Strength and Sword”.

An Israeli official said that the strikes were based on
Hamas’ readiness to execute terror attacks, build up force
and re-arm.

The Prime Minister’s Office announced that Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and Defence Minister Israel
Katz instructed the IDF “to act with strength against the
Hamas terrorist organisation in the Gaza Strip.” This fol-
lows Hamas’ repeated refusal to release the hostages and
its rejection of all the proposals it received from the US
President’s envoy, Steve Witkoff, and other mediators.

The statement added, “The IDF is currently attacking
targets of the Hamas terrorist organisation across the Gaza
Strip, with the goal of achieving the war objectives as de-
termined by the political leadership, including the release
of all our hostages — both the living and the fallen.”

Defence Minister Katz said, “If Hamas does not release
all the hostages, the gates of hell will be opened on Gaza
and Hamas’ murderers and rapists will encounter the IDF
at an intensity they haven’t known until today.”

Israel has stated that at least five prominent Hamas of-
ficials were eliminated in the first night’s air strikes. These
were:

* Issam al-Da’alis, considered to be one of Hamas’ chief
administrators, who effectively served as Hamas’ prime
minister in Gaza.

* Bahjat Abu Sultan, who held a rank equivalent to
brigadier-general, was responsible for domestic ope-
rations in Gaza and was considered to be a prominent
Hamas leader.

* Ahmad Omar al-Taha, who served as the Director-Ge-
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Intense bombing during the first stages of Operation “Strength and
Sword” (Image: X)

neral of Hamas’ Justice Ministry in the Gaza Strip.

* Mahmoud Abu Watfeh, who held the rank of major-
general and served as the Director-General of Hamas’
Interior Ministry in Gaza (commander of Hamas’ secu-
rity services).

* Hamas politburo member Abu Obaida al-Jimasi, who
was a Hamas leader who oversaw the administration of
the southern Gaza Strip.

Subsequent strikes reportedly killed addition top

Hamas officials:

*  On March 19, the IDF claimed to have eliminated
Yasser Muhammad Harb Musa, a close ally of elimina-
ted Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar, whom it said oversaw
security affairs for Hamas’ political bureau.

*  On March 23, an Israeli strike on Nasser Hospital in
Khan Younis killed Hamas political bureau member
Ismail Barhoum, whom Israeli officials described as
“the new Hamas Prime Minister in Gaza, who replaced
Issam Da’alis.”

* Earlier that day, an Israeli airstrike near Khan Younis
killed Salah al-Bardawil, another senior member of the
Hamas political bureau.



The Hamas-run Gaza Health Ministry has said that 700
Palestinians had been killed in the fighting between March
18 and 24, but IDF sources disputed these figures.

Hamas said that Israel would bear “full responsibility for
the repercussions of its treacherous aggression in Gaza,”
which it said has “exposed the hostages in Gaza to an un-

known fate. We hold the
criminal Netanyahu and

“The renewed strikes
take place in a different
context to the past war
against Hamas: Hezbhol-
lah has been decimated
in the north, which
allows the IDF greater
capacity to focus its
forces on Gaza”

the Nazi Zionist occupa-

tion fully responsible

for the consequences of

the treacherous aggres-
sion against Gaza and the
defenceless civilians.”

The IDF attacks were
approved ata security
consultation on March
17 attended by Prime
Minister Netanyahu, Defence Minister Katz, Strategic Af-
fairs Minister Ron Dermer, IDF Chief of Staff Eyal Zamir,
Shin Bet Director Ronen Bar, the director of the IDF
Military Intelligence Directorate and other high-ranking
officials.

According to reports, they unanimously supported the
attack after the hostage release negotiations reached an
impasse.

The pre-emptive offensive plan was kept in closed
circles in the IDF to create an element of surprise and
deception.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said that
the Trump Administration was consulted by the Israelis
prior to the strikes. “As President Trump has made clear,
Hamas, the Houthis, Iran — all those who seek to terrorise
not just Israel but the US — will see a price to pay, and all
hell will break loose.”

The hostage family forum has expressed its concern that
the offensive could endanger the lives of the remaining hos-
tages in Gaza and has demanded a meeting with the Prime
Minister, the Defence Minister and the head of the negotiat-
ing team “in which [the officials] will clarify how they can
guarantee that hostages won’t be affected by the military
pressure and how they are planning to get them home.”

Israeli forces followed up the initial aerial attack with
ground operations beginning on March 19. Different
prongs of the ground operations included:

*  On March 19, IDF troops retook part of the Netzarim
corridor dividing northern and southern Gaza, and
gained control of the Salah a-Din road, one of the two
major north-south routes in Gaza.

*  On March 21, troops entered the Shabura area in
the southern city of Rafah, and later surrounded the
Tel Sultan neighbourhood of Rafah. Israel had always
retained control over the Philadelphi corridor along the

Egyptian border.

¢ The IDF has also been operating on the ground in the
northern Gaza town of Beit Lahiya. On March 24, the
IDF issued evacuation orders for residents of Beit La-
hiya and neighbouring Beit Hanoun areas, presumably
prior to expanded operations planned for the area after
rockets were launched from there.

CONTEXT

The Israel offensive comes against the background
of negotiations that took place in Qatar in mid-March
between a delegation from Israel and the Egyptian, Jorda-
nian, Qatari and UAE foreign ministers, in which the par-
ties reportedly discussed a version of the “Witkoff Plan’.

This plan included:

* Hamas releasing ten hostages (presumably all alive).

* In exchange, Israel releasing hundreds of Palestinian
prisoners (at a higher ratio than earlier deals) including
convicted terrorists serving long sentences.

¢ Israel resuming the entrance of humanitarian aid and
amenities, potentially at a greater volume than before.

¢ The ceasefire extending for a couple of months that
will include Passover and Israel’s Independence Day

(May 1).

However, little to no progress had been made on this
proposal.

It also comes against the background of the IDF detect-
ing an irregular development in the Gaza Strip in recent
days, which might point to Hamas preparations either to
launch an attack or to raid Israeli territory. Over the last
few weeks, the IDF has tracked preparations being made
by Hamas and others for a resumption of hostilities in the
Gaza Strip. This included the recruitment of hundreds of
new terrorists, the distribution of arms, and repairs being
made to the command-and-control mechanisms in Hamas’
various battalions.

Despite the tension between the Prime Minister and
Shin Bet Director Ronen Bar (Netanyahu has announced
his intention to fire Bar), the latter was present alongside
the Chief-of-Staff during the operation, and reportedly
supported its adoption.
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The renewed strikes take place in a different context
to the past war against Hamas: Hezbollah has been deci-
mated in the north, which allows the IDF greater capacity
to focus its forces on Gaza; and the Trump Administration
will likely give the IDF more leeway than did the Biden
Administration.

LOOKING AHEAD

If Israel were to re-take Gaza, it may adopt a different
approach to the delivery of humanitarian aid. New IDF
Chief-of-Staff Zamir has proposed that the IDF will take
over the delivery of aid to Gazans as the only way to ensure
Hamas does not profit from the aid. The previous chief-
of-staff was reluctant to take this on, out of concern that
it be perceived as military responsibility for the civilian
population. AIR

© Britain Israel Communications and Research Centre (BICOM.
org.uk), reprinted by permission, all rights reserved. Additional
reporting by AIJAC staff.

ISRAEL’S THREE
OBJECTIVES

Ron Ben-Yishai

According to all indications, the IDF’s surprise strikes
in Gaza on March 18, later followed by limited
ground operations, had three primary objectives.

The first was to apply military pressure that could
break the deadlock in negotiations over hostage releases.
Experience within the IDF and Israeli intelligence has
shown that such pressure is the most effective way to push
Hamas toward flexibility in negotiations.

However, using military force as leverage is a gamble
with the hostages’ lives. In any case, the airstrikes targeted
locations that did not pose a direct threat to the hostages’
safety, according to military and intelligence assessments.
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The second objective was to signal to Hamas that Israel
is not only targeting its military wing — the terror army
that was the focus of previous phases of the war up until
the last ceasefire — but also its governance structure.

This was demonstrated by the killing of five senior of-
ficials from Hamas’ political and civilian administration,
reinforcing the message that Israel makes no distinction be-
tween the terror group’s military and political leadership.

Israeli forces just inside the Gaza perimeter (Image: IDF/ screenshot)

More importantly, Israel wanted to warn Hamas that
it would not allow the group to rebuild its military infra-
structure using funds looted from humanitarian aid. The
s