Suicide Car Bombingsin I srael Highlight Gaza Dilemma
Summary

Hamas suicide bombers detonated two explosive-laden jeeps at the Kerem Shalom
crossing between Israel and the Gaza Strip on Saturday, 19 April. The attack targeted
Israel Defence Forces (IDF) soldiers manning the crossing. Thirteen of the soldiers were
wounded, but none were killed. The Kerem Shalom crossing is the main entrance from
Israel into the Gaza Strip, and has been the primary conduit for humanitarian supplies for
Gaza residents during the economic embargo Israel hasimposed on the Strip since
October, 2007.

Israel believes that the objectives of the attack were three-fold. The immediate tactical
objective wasto not only kill IDF soldiers, but also to kidnap one or more soldiers
following the explosions.? The third objective was to provoke Isragl to close the crossing
and stop the flow of humanitarian suppliesinto Gaza. This would quickly bring about a
humanitarian crisis, thereby increasing international pressure on Isragl to lift the current
embargo.?

Tactics

Hamas used three vehicles in the attack. First, an operative driving an Armoured
Personnel Carrier (APC) brought down the fence surrounding the crossing, allowing two
vehicles disguised as IDF jeeps to enter the area. Thefirst jeep detonated near awatch
tower, but did not harm any of the soldiersin the tower. As the second jeep approached
an area with anumber of soldiers, the deputy battalion commander, thinking that the jeep
was an | DF jeep, attempted to establish contact with the driver. When hefailed, he
immediately gave out the warning that the vehicle was an explosive device and most IDF
personnel were able to take cover in their own armoured jeeps. Thirteen soldiers who
were not able to get into armoured vehicles were injured.”

A second APC was blown up by an Isragli tank as it approached the Kissufim border
crossing near Kerem Shalom. In a statement to the press, a Hamas spokesperson
confirmed that four vehicles had been deployed in the attack (although he also claimed
that three had detonated explosives while a fourth withdrew).”

It isnot currently clear how Hamas planned to kidnap soldiers. The group may have
positioned a second group near the site to perform araid, or intended to use the APC to
extract a hostage or hostages. In June 2006, Hamas successfully carried out araid at the
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Kerem Shalom checkpoint, capturing Israeli Cpl. Gilad Shalit, who has not yet been
recovered.

The deputy commander of the Bedouin Desert Battalion, who quickly ascertained that the
vehicle was a bomb and warned his men in advance, is credited with saving lives and
preventing additional casudlties. Y et, the IDF has ordered a probe into the attack to figure
out how the APC was able to ram the fence without being intercepted.®

Weapons

Hamas obtained APCs following its violent coup in the Gaza Strip to expel the
Palestinian Authority. Along with APCs, it obtained Grad rockets, anti-tank weapons,
anti-aircraft weapons, machine guns, ammunition, explosives, and even ships which
formerly belonged to the Palestinian naval police.” The use of an APC in the attack also
called into question Israel’ s current plan to give APCsto the Palestinian Authority in the
West Bank, out of the fear that the situation in Gaza, with Hamas wrenching control from
the PA and taking their equipment, could be replicated in parts of the West Bank.

In addition to taking equipment from the PA, Hamas has also expanded its smuggling
networks since seizing control of the Gaza Strip in mid-2007. Between June 2007 and
early 2008, the group has smuggled in an estimated 80 tons of explosives, according to a
report released by the Isragli Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center. An unknown
amount of arms and equipment could have been brought in from the Sinai while the
border between Gaza and Egypt was opened wide for eleven daysin January, 2008. |sragl
is concerned that such a surplus of weapons and supplies, stockpiled by Hamas, will lead
to an escalation in the frequency and intensity of attacks.

Timing

The attack took place the day after former US President Jimmy Carter met with exiled
Hamas leaders in Damascus to discuss a possible ceasefire and prisoner exchange.
Following the attack, Israeli media reports speculated on why such an operation, which
would have likely had approval from the leadership in Damascus, would have taken place
so close to this meeting, making Damascus-based |eader Khalid Meshaal appear asif he
were out of synch with the organization in Gaza and undermining his ability to speak for
the organization as a whole. One media report speculated that the Meshaal and the
Damascus | eadership had approved the operation, but had been unaware of the timing.?

The attack also coincided with the eve of the Passover holiday, one of the most important
Jewish holidays and also a favorite time for terrorist groups to carry out large-scale
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operations. There was some concern in Isragl that this operation at Kerem Shalom was
designed to serve as adistraction while alarger attack was executed in Israel proper, but
this fear was not realized.’

Hamas s“Humanitarian” Activities

Hamas is widely known as aterrorist group that is as popular among the Palestinian
population for its humanitarian activities asit isfor itsterrorist actions. Thisimage
conflictswith Isragl’ s claim that Hamas is attempting to bring about a humanitarian crisis
in the Gaza Strip. However, Hamas has repeatedly attacked the border crossings through
which trucks carrying vital supplies—in the case of Kerem Shalom, up to 200 aweek —
bring their cargoes to needy residents of Gaza.'® Since Hamas seized control of the Gaza
Strip by violently expelling the Palestinian Authority, Isragl hasimposed a blockade,
effectively closing the borders of the Gaza Strip on all sides.

Hamas may want to cause atemporary humanitarian crisisin order to bring about intense
international pressure on Isragl to lift this blockade. Aslong asthe Israeli government
continues to allow the shipment of humanitarian suppliesinto Gaza, the international
community isunlikely to act decisively against it. Hamas itself is unlikely to be harmed
by such a crisis because it suppliesitself via smuggling routes from the Sinai Peninsula.

Following the attack, the Israeli government insisted that the crossing would remain open
to humanitarian shipments.*! Hamas' spokesman Sami al-Zuhri promised that the border
crossings would be repeatedly targeted.* There have been several skirmishes and
incidents in the past month, including an attack on 9 April on the border fuel terminal
which serves as the Gaza Strip’ s only fuel source. That attack killed two Isragli
civilians.®

Kidnapping Soldiers

Hamas's successful hostage-taking in June 2006 put immense pressure on the Isragli
government. The terrorist group, which is believed to be keeping Gilad Shalit alive, is
demanding the release of hundreds of imprisoned Palestiniansin return for the single IDF
soldier. While talking to Hamas leader Khalid Meshaal in Damascus about a possible
prisoner exchange, Jimmy Carter proposed Israel release atotal of 400 Palestiniansin
return for Shalit.** If such an exchange took place, it would represent a major victory for
Hamas. Just the discussion of a hostage exchange on such terms — one soldier for
hundreds of Palestinians — provides a strong incentive for Hamas to attempt to take more
hostages. Israel hasin the past agreed to exchanges on similar terms.
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No End in Sight

“We have awealth of bad options to choose from,” said one Isragli official acouple
months ago, when asked the best way to resolve the standoff over Gaza.™ Israeli Defense
Minister Gaza Ashkenazi has indicated that alarge-scale ground offensive has become
likely, and some commentators have called it inevitable.’® But such amass offensiveis
likely to lead to high Palestinian casualties — and thus more support for retaliatory
terrorist attacks aswell as an increase in international pressure on Israel. Moreover, the
IDF is not sure how it will extricate its troops from Gaza and maintain security.
Presumably, once the IDF leaves, Hamas will begin to rebuild from the damage of the
ground incursion and the attacks will resume.

Another option isto try to negotiate a cease-fire. Moderates within Hamas have indicated
that they are prepared to discuss atwo-way ceasefire, meaning they promise to stop
operations against Israel, but Israel must al'so cease all operations against Hamas. Israel
has thus far been reluctant to agree to such terms. A ceasefire would provide militants
with breathing space, an opportunity to improve and stockpile weapons and plan future
attacks.
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