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Conference Call with Ambassador Michael Oren 

Omri Ceren: Thank you for that. Thank you in advance to Ambassador Oren for 

joining us this morning and thank all of you for joining us on what I know is a busy 

news day. I wanted to make sure that you had somebody that could unpack some of 

the dramatic developments that have occurred not just in the last few days but in the 

last 24 hours and even in the last 12 hours. And for that we have with us this morning 

former, Israel's former envoy to D.C., Michael Oren. He is currently the chair of national 

diplomacy at the Interdisciplinary Center at Herzliya and of course he's Ambassador in 

Residence at the Atlantic Council here in D.C. Ambassador Oren published an op-ed that 

I encourage all of you to look up on CNN this morning. In fact, about thirty minutes 

ago, titled "Hamas Media Strategy Relies on Deaths of Civilians." And that is part of 

what he'll be talking about and that article nicely overviews and goes into some depth 

on some of these issues. But to provide a more granular look at all the issues that I 

know folks on this call wants covered, I will hand the call over to the Ambassador right 

now with the caveat that if you want to submit questions, you can submit them to 

press@theisraelproject.org. And that’s how we'll be doing Q and A for today. On that 

note, Ambassador, please. 

Michael Oren: Thank you very much. Thank you to the Israel Project for hosting us all 

this evening. This evening, the thirteenth of Operation Protective Edge, as Israel calls it. 

The operation continues on the ground, in the air, with Israeli forces acting to uncover 

and destroy what has proven to be an extensive labyrinth and tunnel network made to 

great extents by Hamas under the Israeli border but also within the Gaza Strip itself. In 

addition, crafting [inaudible] with the rocket fire on Israel today. There was a barrage in 

Tel Aviv earlier in the afternoon. I am speaking [inaudible] Tel Aviv. We had to run for 

our bomb shelters. We were fine, Iron Dome took it out. And  [inaudible] now the 18 

Israeli battle casualties, on the ground, is a lot for this country. Among the dead so far 

are two dual citizens, American-Israelis, who came to serve in the IDF and have fallen 

in battle. In addition, rising numbers of civilian casualties on the Palestinian side, 

particularly in the [inaudible] neighborhood of Gaza which is a Hamas stronghold where 

Hamas has either, either prevented or discouraged the flight of civilian populations as 

they have been warned by the IDF  [inaudible] to leave. And the casualties have been 

very high indeed and this has had a huge impact on the world media; more about that 

later. Diplomatically, diplomatically, much activity in the region. Secretary General of 

the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon, in the region. Mahmoud Abbas, Palestinian president, 

also visiting. [inaudible] leaders meeting with Ban Ki-moon today.  [inaudible] of cease-

fires and most recently the imminent expected arrival of Secretary of State John Kerry 

here, and, who is also expected to join  [inaudible] a cease-fire. The question is what is 
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the nature of the ceasefire, if it is to be achieved at all. Israel is still, I think if they were 

offered tomorrow would still accept the Egyptian ceasefire which does not grant gains 

to Hamas for initiating this conflict. Hamas continues to reject that so far. And then the 

broader question, the broader question: How can Israel continue to protect itself from 

the tunnel building? This morning there was a tunnel that led right into the middle of a 

kibbutz. At least 10 Hamas terrorists were killed in that operation. It's also exacted a 

tremendous cost in terms of Israeli lives from the tunnels. How does Israel safeguard 

itself in the future against tunnels and then the far-reaching question of the rockets. I 

have personally promoted the notion of demilitarizing the Gaza Strip using the 

precedence of the removal of chemical weapons from the Syrian arsenal. As well as 

earlier precedence, the [inaudible] of George Mitchell and George Kenneth during the 

Second Intifada in 2001. Even the evacuation of the PLO from Beirut in 1982 can serve 

as precedence. The Israeli government, and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu last 

night at a press conference talked a set demilitarization as one of the goals of the 

operation and if not, a precondition for a cease-fire but at least it is one of the goals of 

the negotiations that would begin once the ceasefire is accepted. This is the 

fundamental difference from previous rounds of fighting between Israel and Hamas 

where you had negotiations first and then a ceasefire. This time you have ceasefire first 

and then prolonged negotiation. In such an arrangement, the Prime Minister has said 

that Abu Mazen, Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian Prime Minster, could play a 

constructive role, could be a part of the solution. That Palestinian, American-trained 

Palestinian security forces could be deployed at the crossings over the Israeli-Gaza 

border as well as over the Egyptian-Gaza border. President Abbas has volunteered to 

deploy the forces also along the Philadelphi Route, that highly [inaudible] Philadelphi 

route separating the Gaza Strip from Sinai, from Egypt. Perhaps Hamas could be 

incentivized with international aid packages; at the opening of those border crossings, 

an easing of Israel's maritime blockade there. But it’s interesting that very few people in 

the Israeli leadership are talking about replacing Hamas entirely because [inaudible] 

has accomplished goals; there are terrorists groups that are--it’s difficult to conceive--

but even more radical. There's Islamic Jihad, there are elements that are closer to Al 

Qaeda and ISIS in the Gaza Strip. And I don’t think that would [inaudible] anybody 

either. It is difficult to say at this point, that what, that when this operation is going to 

end. I mean it’s very important that Israel maintains its, its military pressure on Hamas 

and it escalates it. There's a debate going on in Israel right now about whether Hamas 

itself feels like its winning this battle or losing this battle. I’ve just come off of Israeli 

television and that debate is going on in real time. There is the, on the other hand, a 

national consensus that Israel has no choice but continue to fight, it needs to try to 

locate and destroy these tunnels and to fight against the rocket fire, and to maintain 

the pressure on Hamas for as long as possible. But the other clock continues and that is 
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the clock that is driven by pictures of casualties on the Palestinian side, civilian 

casualties, and by diplomatic demands, by these demands for a ceasefire. I’m just 

finishing but I have posted an article on CNN.com that deals with the great challenge of 

the way Hamas deploys a media strategy much more than military strategy. The media 

strategy is designed to get those images of Palestinian suffering [inaudible] up on 

television sets, up on the front page of the paper. Getting Israel, making, creating a 

situation where Israel gets blamed for that, gets blamed for war crimes and ultimately 

that momentum leads to the Security Council, it leads to the Human Rights Commission 

Council of the UN, which will pass sanctions on Israel and deny Israel the right to 

defend itself. That is Hamas's strategy and media plays a very big role in it, wittingly or 

unwittingly [inaudible] foreign journalists in international media to participate in that 

strategy in advance. I'm happy to answer questions about that or any other questions 

you may have. Please, I give the floor back to you. 

Omri Ceren: Thank you for that, and on that note I will remind folks that they can 

email their questions at press@theisraelproject.org. And I guess Ambassador we’ll begin 

with a, this is a question we got a ton. I’m not sure how, to what degree you’ll be able 

to speak to it but, what could you tell us about both the media strategy that Hamas is 

engaging in, i.e. what they might be thinking and what the facts on the ground are 

regarding the soldier who was kidnapped and specifically the news that broke overnight 

that Hamas may have some of his possessions but not all of his possessions and so on. 

Michael Oren: OK. First of all the media strategy is something that I, we, that Israel 

has known for many years. I personally had to deal with it through several rounds of 

fighting both as ambassador, and before that as an officer in the IDF. And that is that 

Hamas knows that it can't destroy Israel with its missiles, it can't destroy Israel with its 

tunnels. But it can create a situation where Israel is delegitimized and denied the right 

to defend itself. How does this process work? Hamas fights from behind civilian areas, 

its own leadership, its fighters, for the most part are underground. Israel's going to try 

to drop hundreds of thousands of leaflets, to send text messages, make phone calls, 

getting civilians to leave battled areas, but if Hamas is preventing the civilians from 

leaving, it creates a situation where civilian casualties are almost invariably incurred. 

Israel has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in civil defense, [inaudible] some of 

the most advanced civil defense systems in the world in terms of shelters, air raid 

sirens. Even air raid alerts for blind and deaf people, the Iron Dome system, again 

hundreds of millions of dollars. Hamas has not invested a single cent in civil defense. 

There are no bomb shelters; there are no air raid sirens. And this, inevitably, it 

recreates a huge gap between the number of Israeli civilian casualties and the number 

of Palestinian civilian casualties and Israel also for ethical and frankly Jewish reasons 
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will never show a wounded person, certainly not a dead, dead body but Hamas has 

absolutely no restraints on that. They will publicize these pictures and if they don't have 

real pictures they will fabricate them. In this operation alone we've encountered 

pictures published by Hamas of casualties in the Syrian civil war and Iraqi civil war. 

We’ve even encountered pictures that have been taken off of Hollywood horror movies, 

and have been put online and labeled Palestinian victims of Israeli aerial strikes, it 

happens pretty much on a daily basis. The big problem we have is the international 

media comes in and takes very good, makes very good reports, very good press, good 

headlines and suffering civilians. The press for all different reasons is more interested in 

Palestinians being killed by Israelis then is interested in Syrians being killed by Syrians, 

Iraqis being killed by Iraqis, there’s much greater access in Gaza then there is on those 

other fronts and increasingly I encounter [inaudible] foreign media, ostensibly that the 

situation is, there's no context. It’s not mentioned that these civilians have not been 

allowed to leave these areas and Hamas is fighting from behind them. That they have 

no civil defense and that Hamas has taken the net incomes in millions of dollars in 

foreign aid given to the people of Gaza and used it to make armaments and to make 

bunkers and tunnels. There’s no context, very little context about the missiles as well. 

So this creates a picture of Israel which engages in indiscriminate killing, very callous 

and bloodthirsty. Again, it sets off disturbances across Europe; it finds its way into 

international bodies and ends up being sanctions against us. So, the clever strategy, it 

is a clever strategy, it’s worked in the past, we had the Goldstone Report after the 2009 

Cast Lead Operation. It can work again. And I, in my article I call on journalists to 

examine themselves very very carefully, to take a close look at the way they’re covering 

this conflict because Hamas has much more than a military strategy, it has a media 

strategy. I was talking to [inaudible] about the claim last night about the hostage case. 

Last night [inaudible] and the issue for about a half an hour was that a twitter account 

[inaudible]  Hamas saying that an Israeli soldier had been taken hostage and here you 

can see how the manipulation works very, very well. This was a major headline in the 

news last night. There was no confirmation of it whatsoever. Hamas claimed it had an 

ID number for this soldier and Israel completely denied it. you know, no confirmation. 

People are talking about it today almost 24 hours later. No confirmation but it went on 

a twitter account and became a headline. 

 

Omri Ceren: To get into one other kind of granular, media, media-oriented question 

we got a couple questions that were relatively specific to Hamas’s strategy and this has 

been going on for years and the Israelis have been talking about it to some extent: 

Hamas' strategy of diverting humanitarian shipments of cement into the Gaza Strip so 
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both on the side of why, we got questions on the side of why weren’t the Israelis 

talking about it more and or why didn’t it get picked up. And then on the other side a 

diplomatic question that you may be very well-poised to answer as well which is 

knowing that this happened why was there nonetheless consistent pressure on the 

Israelis to continue shipments of cement into the Gaza Strip. So both why didn’t it get 

the traction that it should have gotten publicly in retrospect and second of all why were 

even insiders in the diplomatic world pushing the Israelis to continue these shipments?   

Michael Oren: I have an answer and it’ll be very satisfactory for your listeners, and 

that is that, before the, well before the flotilla incident, so May 2010, Israel was coming 

under increasingly, increasing international pressure to ease up on blockade of Gaza. 

Now that blockade was levied after the Hamas putsch, the Hamas, the Palestinian civil 

war, which Hamas threw out literally the Fatah leadership there, killed many Fatah 

officials. and at the urging of Mahmoud Abbas Israel levied this blockade which was an 

interesting development because Mahmoud Abbas, he became, he later became one of 

the biggest critics of the blockade and became one of the biggest sponsors of the 

Goldstone report so he [inaudible] both ways. After the flotilla incident that pressure 

escalated and Israel relented and let in basically all foodstuff, all building materials, 

particularly building materials. The building materials were to go through the United 

Nations body and be passed on to responsible elements within Gaza and used for 

reconstructing and repairing war damage. But we now know that the millions, 

thousands of tons of concrete [inaudible] did not go to schools, hospitals in Gaza but 

went to building tunnels and bunkers and we’re talking about vast amounts of building 

materials that went to building these offensive capabilities [inaudible] one purpose, and 

one purpose only, and that was to kill Israelis and take hostages. So preventing this 

situation from occurring will certainly be one of Israel’s primary goals in seeking in the 

post-ceasefire negotiations. 

Omri Ceren: While we’re on that topic, if we can get away from the media, while we're 

on tunnels, to wrap this part of the conversation up, to what extent do you think the 

Israelis will be pursuing diplomatic means to demand for instance the closing of the 

tunnels versus some of the things that have been getting tossed around, digging a 

trench on the border, actually countering it an a material sense, and while we’re 

wrapping that up can you speak a little bit to the tactical situation that the israelis are 

facing, so for instance there are IDF officials who have been willing to go on the record 

and say that the tunnels provide Hamas with a kind of parity whereas Israel has a 

missile shield  that is superior to their rocket fire and so on, that Israel does not have 

an answer to the tunnels. So both what is the tactical situation now and how do you 

foresee the Israelis kind of dealing with it in the post-conflict environment? 
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Michael Oren: I think we're gonna see between the tactical challenges and the 

diplomatic horizons. That will change [inaudible] very concrete. Israel has [inaudible] 

dozens of tunnels under its borders, more than perhaps were anticipated, and not all of 

them have been uncovered. Israel developed a 21st century technology, Iron Dome, to 

deal with a mid-20th century military threat. The rockets fired [inaudible] are not all 

that different than the B-1s and B-2s fired by Germany at Great Britain in World War II. 

It took, it took Western civilization that long -- over 70 years -- to develop the 

technology that works until this time, anti-missile technology. The tunnels are a 

medieval technology that are used to undermine the foundations of castles, and the 

medieval world had a low-tech, medieval response to them and it was called the a 

moat, and what is going on, Israel, they [inaudible] have to just dig a moat, 60 feet 

deep around Gaza and fill it with seawater. The seawater will be heavy enough to break 

any tunnels going under it. Right now in the absence of a technological innovation that 

would have to be the response. I know from my own work with homeland security the 

United States takes very serious the problems under the Mexican border, with tunneling 

and to date there has been no surefire, proven technological solution for the tunnel 

challenges. 

Now [inaudible] the diplomatic horizon, the diplomatic horizon is a horizon which is 

going to fundamentally change the status quo the way it has existed since at least 

November 2012 at the end of the Pillar of Defense operation, which established the 

duration of the ceasefire under which Hamas, enabled Hamas, to expand the arsenal, 

its missile arsenal and range of its missiles and then choose whenever, choose the 

timing of when it would use them. And in the highly fractured Israeli society, you rarely 

have a consensus but you have something very close to a consensus now that Israel 

cannot return to that status quo ante. That would be the thrust of any Israeli diplomacy 

moving forward -- and that, not to prevent the restoration of that status quo ante which 

plays entirely into Hamas's hands.  

Omri Ceren: The next few questions kind of take us a little bit afield of the media 

questions but we've gotten in various versions. The first is to what extent is Hamas 

directly or indirectly involved with the current crisis in the Gaza Strip and the second is 

given that they are certainly to some extent-- 

Michael Oren: You mean to what extent is Iran involved? 

Omri Ceren: Yes, Iran. The Iranians. To what extent are the Iranians involved, both 

materially and diplomatically. And second, do you think that this should, in some 

degree, impact the ongoing nuclear negotiations and what do you think about where 

those are right now, i.e. the extension and so on? 
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Michael Oren: Well, it's a multifaceted question with a multifaceted answer. According 

to one interpretation, the Iranians would like Hamas to get a bloody nose in this round 

so that they would come crawling back to Iran and realize how much they needed Iran. 

There's been strains in the relationship in recent years -- it's not what it used to be. 

Though Iranian missiles have continued to flow into the arsenals of Hamas, the great 

political and financial support Iran used to extend to Hamas has been disrupted over 

recent years and the Iranians hope that Hamas will come crawling back to Tehran and 

say, 'take us back.' On the other hand, Iran has used this crisis well to deflect attention 

from its increasing, their continuing stalling tactics in Vienna. In the talks with the 

P5+1, they've gained an extra four months now, some additional sanction relief. And 

it's certainly I think it’s a measure of interest, long-term interest, thinking strategically, 

that if we would knock Iran down in the mud of Gaza, come the fall and early winter 

when the next interim period expires, and Israel and the world are at once going to 

have to confront the possibility of a nuclear-armed Iran -- because Iran has shown 

absolutely no inclination to meet the minimal demands of the P5+1, that is the 

dismantling of a large number of centrifuges. On the contrary, Iran has enough plans 

[inaudible] centrifuges. 

Omri Ceren: To what extent do you think the Israelis are cognizant -- now getting 

back to the media discussion -- are cognizant of the need to counter Hamas's 

propaganda machine as you've described it? So this is another way of saying, does your 

diagnosis of how severe the problem is and the nature of it line up with their 

assessments or do they have a different view of what the problem is? 

Michael Oren: I'm going to give a hard answer to this and that is Israel's made 

tremendous strides in public diplomacy with the army's spox, the IDF spokesman’s 

office is doing an outstanding job. The Foreign Ministry, the Central Bureau for Public 

Diplomacy and the Prime Minister's office -- they're all working around the clock with a 

tremendous number of volunteers around the country. At my own institution, the IDC, 

there's been a whole sort of situation room set up where people are working with the 

media and countering Hamas and the propaganda. That picture from the horror movie I 

saw of a dismembered women labeled a victim, Palestinian victim of a Israeli aerial 

strike was picked up at IDC. So there's been tremendous strides and with all that, it's 

almost impossible to counter the images of Palestinian civilians who have been 

wounded or killed, their houses destroyed. And that is [inaudible] much much more 

visual than fear from the eyes of an Israeli child who has to run several times a day to a 

bomb shelter, suffering post-traumatic stress syndrome. A very large number of Israeli 

students and kids do, particularly south of Tel Aviv. It's difficult to capture. And that is 

why I felt compelled to write this article for CNN, to talk, to call on the media to 
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examine itself and define the degree to which the media is implicitly or explicitly 

complicit with Hamas' media strategy, which is what Hamas is about. [inaudible] Israel 

is going to continue to take exceptional, truly exceptional [inaudible], measures to warn 

civilians to get out, to move from combat areas to minimize civilian casualties. There 

are reports we have [inaudible] of the airstrikes that have been called off because 

civilians are in the area or any military maneuvers because civilians are in the area. But 

as we know from history, including the recent history in Iraq and Afghanistan, in close 

combat and densely populated areas, civilian casualties are almost unavoidable. It's 

important that the press, in order not to be complicit with the Iranian, with the Hamas 

media strategy, examines itself in full context. Context about, that from my perspective, 

it depicts the struggle now not between Israel and the Palestinians but [inaudible] 

between Israeli civilians, Palestinian civilians and Hamas, because Israeli civilians and 

Palestinian civilians are, in fact, both victims of Hamas. 

Omri Ceren: Could you speak to, a bit about the role that's played in the media war 

by, I guess what might be called, third parties, both multilateral organs such as, you 

know, various UN agencies, UNRWA especially and also  nongovernmental organizations 

which is to say Human Rights Watch and Amnesty [International]. What role do you see 

them playing and to what extent do you think that role can be modified by, for 

instance, Israeli engagement, Israeli outreach of the kind that you've discussed? 

Michael Oren: Well, there are a greater variety of them, and different leaderships. 

Human Watch, Human Rights Watch, for example, has been very, very critical of Israel 

in the past. And yet in responding to the Goldstone Report in 2009, Israel was able to 

cooperate with Human Rights Watch and help refute some of the charges, some of the 

empty charges brought by the Goldstone Report. The UN agencies are particularly 

difficult -- the High Commissioner, the Human Rights Council there has singled out 

Israel as the only country in the world to be investigated every single year for human 

rights abuses and war charges. Israel has been accused of human rights abuses and 

war crimes more than any other country in the world -- probably, in most cases, more 

than most, more than all countries in the world combined and it's very difficult to 

counter that in the UN where there's an automatic majority. In the field, you've got a 

case this week where an UNRWA school was found to be used as a storeroom for 

Hamas missiles and UNRWA turned around and gave the missiles back to Hamas so 

that Hamas could fire them at Israeli civilians. That is the reality we face. 

Omri Ceren: We're winding down, just another couple of questions about the media, 

and thank you in advance again for all of your time. How much of the media war is a 

soft war over hearts and minds versus how much of it is straight coercion? There are 

reports, for instance, that Hamas has banned foreign journalists, for instance, from 
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leaving the Gaza Strip and very famously, further north, Hezbollah used to use both 

coercive and noncoercive means to seize the media terrain. How much of the reporting 

that's coming out that appears to be, if not straight-up inaccurate but biased, how 

much of that is recognizable coercion and how much of that is softer forms of bias? 

Michael Oren: I've also heard the reports of coercion. Hamas takes great care, and 

has given instructions to Palestinians not to be photographed in the vicinity of missiles 

that are located in neighborhoods. Hamas has taken great care not to have 

photographs of civilians in the same frame of photographs of Palestinians carrying 

guns. That's how deeply thought out the Hamas media strategy is. This is not a new 

phenomenon in the Middle East. For many years, reporters who had dared to report on 

personal practices in Arab areas in general have been threatened and in some cases, 

expelled. In Syria it's a little bit, a little bit [inaudible] more [inaudible] to journalists 

who were reporting on massacres perpetrated by the Syrian government were zeroed in 

by Syrian artillery and killed. Hamas hasn't gone that far yet, but it has, there is an air 

of intimidation about it and an air of a deliberate exploitation of the media and the way 

it can frame things. In my mind, I have not seen one picture in a prominent, very 

prominent American newspaper, which shows again and again pictures of Palestinian 

suffering, has never shown those Palestinians in the vicinity of a Palestinian [inaudible]. 

Omri Ceren: And then, kind of a generic question that we received not just from 

journalists but especially from some others who are listening in on the call is, to what 

extent do you see a role for Israelis, for Jews, for people who are concerned who live 

overseas, in fighting the media war? What are pressure points, beyond the kind of 

conventional, you know, the traditional watchdog roles that are played by pro-Israel 

and Jewish groups? What kinds of things can people do that can lessen the blow or 

decrease the bias or what have you? 

Michael Oren: Well I think that whether it's individually or through an organization, 

and there are some organizations that work in this way, if you see an item on the news 

which focuses on Palestinian suffering -- and Palestinians are suffering, let's be honest, 

it's tragic, it's terribly tragic -- but if that item does not mention the fact that rockets are 

fired out of that particular neighborhood. In the cases of Shuja'iyya, there have been 

150 rockets fired out of that neighborhood. Any report that doesn't mention that fact is 

distorting the picture and deliberately distorting the picture. Anyone, any report that 

doesn't mention the fact that the Israeli Defense Forces went to great lengths to warn 

that population to leave that neighborhood and that Hamas either discouraged or 

physically prevented that civilian population from leaving is not presenting an accurate 

picture. And that can be brought to the attention of news networks. News networks 

are, to my experience, are very attentive to feedback from viewers. Especially today, 
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there’s, not as many people watch news as they used to in the past so the news 

networks are very eager to hear responses from the people who are still watching 

news. And these are perfectly legitimate, perfectly legitimate expectations on the part 

of viewers. No one expects journalism to ignore what is happening in Gaza. It is 

newsworthy. I think you have to ask yourself about proportionality. They're always 

asking about Israeli proportionality. What's proportionality? I know that there are 

maybe 300 Palestinians killed over 10 days. What I would be willing to guess it that at 

least as many Syrians and Iraqis have been killed in the same period. How much airtime 

has the Syrian and Iraqi victims been given as opposed to the Palestinian casualties? I 

think you’ll see a great disproportion there. It's a question that I think is legitimate to 

ask. 

Omri Ceren: On that note, we're out of time for today. Thank you again, Ambassador, 

for taking the time to speak to us. And if folks have follow-up, you can always reach us 

at press@theisraelproject.org. I'll reiterate and we'll also send this around, that 

Ambassador Oren just published on CNN a granular and in-depth discussion of this kind 

of media bias. That, again, is titled "Hamas Media Strategy Relies on Deaths of 

Civilians" or you can email us and we'll kick it over to you. On that note, thank you 

again and thank everyone for joining us. 

 


