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Conference Call with Shaul Shay 

  

Omri Ceren: Thank you for that. Thank you in advance, Dr. Shay, for joining us. 

And thank you, all of you, for joining us on what I know was extremely short 

notice. As I'm sure you've heard, the news coming out of the Middle East this 

afternoon is grim. The bodies of the three Israeli teenagers who were abducted 

by Hamas operatives were found earlier today, and the Israeli security cabinet is 

meeting now to weigh responses. We wanted to put you in touch with somebody 

who can outline what's likely to happen and what has likely been happening over 

the last couple hours and the last couple weeks as soon as we could. For that, 

we have Dr. Shaul Shay, who is the director of studies at the Institute of Policy 

and Strategy at Herzliya's Interdisciplinary Center, the IDC. I won't take up any 

more of your time except to note that we'll be taking questions by email so that 

we can wrap things up in a, on a relatively tight schedule. So if you have those 

questions please e-mail them to press@theisraelproject.org. And on that note, I 

will turn things over to Dr. Shay. 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: Hello? 

  

Omri Ceren: Yes, Doctor. If you could – I think we're ready. Dr. Shay? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: Yes? 

  

Omri Ceren: I think we're ready to go. If you could get started. 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: OK, I'm listening, what are the questions? 

  

Omri Ceren: So, the first question that we had came in over email, and the 

question was the very, very basic question of whether or not the past few weeks, 

the Israeli government has likely been in touch with the parents as the 

investigation went along? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that the parents of the kidnapped children were 

updated by the relevant officials, according to the information that they had at 

each phase of the operation. 

  

Omri Ceren: The next question that we had was very, very quick. Which was, 

what is, what are the relevant bodies that are meeting in the Israeli government 

right now? The Security Cabinet is meeting; are there military officials who are 

meeting? Who's discussing things with whom? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that now we have a meeting of the Security Cabinet, 

but at the same time, we have to take in consideration that the operation is still 
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going on. I mean, we found the bodies of the abducted children, but the mission 

now is to try to capture the abductors and this is the phase that is now in the 

highest priority. So, on one hand, the political echelon has to be what will be the 

next step according to the Israeli policy, and on the field, on the operational 

level, the operation is still going on. 

  

Omri Ceren: The next question is actually about the operation, which is, is the 

operation being directed as part of a broader effort, or is it an extension of what 

would have been the initial search, which is to say, the question that we have is 

whether or not the Israeli security forces are now doing something different than 

they've been, or whether or not they're still searching for the two original Hamas 

operatives? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that first of all, that the main task was to try to find the 

abducted children. Unfortunately they were found, but dead. So now, it's a kind 

of manhunt, without the limits of the question ‘how to deal with the abductors?’ 

when they are still holding the hostages.  This limit doesn't exist any longer, so 

in some way, it will be, I believe, easier to deal with them, and the sooner, is 

better. 

  

Omri Ceren: The next question is who, you said, is easier to deal with them. 

We had a number of questions of who counts as ‘them?’ So there's been a lot of 

discussion in both the political and the policy world about who would have 

ordered the strike and where it came from. So the two questions are: Are there 

any indications about which part of the Hamas leadership or how high in the 

Hamas leadership the order came from, and the second question is will that 

make a response in how the security cabinet chooses to respond? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that the question ‘who gave the order?’ is a secondary 

one.  The fact is that if this murder was done by a Hamas activist, the 

responsibility is of the Hamas as an organization and it’s not important if the 

order was given by one or another Hamas leader. And I think that the Hamas, as 

the terror entity, has to pay for it and to be deterred to prevent them from 

conducting, in the future, such crimes. 

  

Omri Ceren: There are a number of questions that we have about what steps 

Israel may take to re-establish deterrent, I know that you don't want to 

speculate what may or may not happen on the ground, but I was wondering if 

you could give some insights into what the timeline is, what the likely timeline is. 

Is, are the reactions likely to involve mobilization, and how would that affect the 

timeline? Not specific to operations, but just how quickly the IDF can act if the 

Security Cabinet gives an order? 
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Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that the IDF has a wide range of operational capabilities 

that some of them can be implemented in very short time, and some of them will 

demand longer preparations.  Of course it depends on the kind of response that 

the Cabinet will decide this evening. 

  

Omri Ceren: I was wondering if you could speak to the political aspects on the 

Palestinian side. Of course, there's been a unity government. That unity 

government between Fatah and Hamas was heavily criticized by the Israeli 

administration which said among other things that it would embolden 

Hamas.  How do you expect the Fatah side of the Palestinian political echelon to 

react, and have there been any indications about what their likely reaction would 

be? 

  

Shay: I think that Abu Mazen is now in a very delicate situation because on one 

hand, I see that we may expect that Abu Mazen will speak about this terrible 

assassination and will condemn it. And if it's done by the Hamas, Hamas now is 

the partner of Abu Mazen with the reconciliation government. How to bridge over 

this impossible situation? I think it's not, not an easy task but the important point 

is that the Israeli government, from the very beginning, claimed that this 

combination was impossible. When you go to a kind of alliance with a terror 

organization, you have to take in consideration that things will happen. 

  

I would like to remind you that if you go back to June 2006, that this time again, 

there was a government with the Palestinian Authority and Hamas and this was 

the time that Hamas kidnapped Gilad Shalit. So we cannot say that it couldn't be 

expected or it's kind of, what do you call it, a black swan – no, it has to be taken 

into consideration. 

  

Questions: The next two questions are about Hamas capabilities in the Gaza 

Strip and in the West Bank and I'll take them in order. The first is about the West 

Bank. Since the abduction happened, there's been a very, very deliberate Israeli 

campaign to erode Hamas's infrastructure in the West Bank. I was wondering if 

you could speak a little bit as to what happened? And if you can, can you speak 

to whether or not it significantly degraded Hamas's capabilities? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that there is no doubt that in the West Bank, Hamas is 

less strong than in the Gaza Strip and even before the last abduction, both the 

Palestinian Authority and Israel had the common interest to try to reduce the 

Hamas influence and the operational capabilities in the West Bank. So there's no 

doubt that during the last two weeks, as part of the ongoing operation, many of 

the Hamas political and military activists in the West Bank were arrested by the 

IDF and it's a significant blow to the Hamas in the West Bank. 
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In the Gaza Strip, of course this is the main stronghold of the Hamas, or, as 

some people used to call it, it's “Hamastan”; it's the heart of their organization 

under the control of Hamas and they have a significant potential threat against 

Israel mainly from the arsenal of rockets that they have that already can reach 

the area of Tel Aviv. So it’s an operational threat and Israel has to take it in 

consideration in its response. 

  

Omri Ceren: So speaking of that operational threat, over the last week and a 

half there has been a steady escalation in rocket and missile fire from the Gaza 

Strip. It culminated over the weekend with 16 rockets, fired by Hamas from the 

Gaza Strip, hitting Israel. Can you speak at all to why Hamas might be escalating 

the rocket and missile situation? There's been a lot of talk this morning that they 

have no interest in escalation. How does that get reconciled with this idea, with 

these facts that Hamas has been launching rockets and missiles? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that the Middle Eastern logic and the modus operandi 

of a terror organization like the Hamas are very complex, and I will try to 

explain. On one hand, if we try to analyze the situation of the Hamas, Hamas is 

in one of its weakest eras since the foundation of the organization in 1987. 

During the so-called Arab Spring, when the Muslim Brotherhood was on the 

upper hand and President Morsi was in power in Egypt, Hamas felt that he is on 

the upper hand, and on this background they stood against the Assad regime in 

Syria, they criticized the regime and then they lost long-standing allies-

Hezbollah, Syria, al-Assad and Iran. After the counter-revolution in Egypt one 

year ago, they lost their sponsors in Egypt, and today Hamas is considered in 

Egypt as a, or designated in Egypt, as a terror organization. The Egyptian armed 

forces operated very successfully against the tunnel industry between Gaza Strip 

to Sinai. Now Hamas is isolated, and this was the main reason that after a long 

time of negotiations in the past, it was the first time that they agreed to go to 

this kind of reconciliation government with the Palestinian Authority. 

  

So if this is the situation, the logic is that Hamas has no reason to go to a large-

scale confrontation with Israel. On the other hand, the existence of the Hamas is 

based on what they call the Muqawama, the resistance. And they are under the 

pressure of even more radical groups in the Gaza Strip, like the Palestinian 

Islamic Jihad, the popular committees, and different Salafi groups, that are 

committed to the jihad and the ongoing confrontation with Israel, and Hamas 

has to maneuver in between. So on one hand, they think that a low-level 

confrontation with Israel can support this complex balance between the strategic 

goal to maintain the calm and a kind of compromise to the resistance and the 

cooperation with the other Palestinian organizations. 
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So I think that what we have seen in the last two weeks is a reflection of this 

dilemma of the Hamas. I believe that still Hamas will not initiate a large-scale 

conflict against Israel because it's quite clear to Hamas that the results will be 

counterproductive to the goals of the organization. 

  

Omri Ceren: So we have to wrap up, I have one last question that’s a follow-up 

to two of the previous things you said. You talked about how Hamas's leadership 

structure is complicated but ultimately the leadership is responsible for the order 

to kidnap the boys. And then you talked about how Abbas will need to contend 

with Hamas. This question is very specific. Does it matter to Abbas whether or 

not the order came from the top of Hamas or the middle of Hamas? Is that going 

to make a difference in his assessment, in your opinion, about the direction of 

the unity government? 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: I think that it's quite difficult to answer this question because it 

will depend a lot what will be the Israeli reaction to both things. I mean, on one 

hand, the murder of the three children and the escalation from Gaza. I believe 

that the interest of Abu Mazen will be to do almost everything to try to reach a 

kind of calm and to put a kind of pressure, if he can put such a pressure, on the 

Hamas not to go to escalation. What will happen depends, because let's say that 

the situation is very tense, we have to wait and see. 

  

Omri Ceren: On that note, we have used up all the time that we had allotted. If 

anybody on the call has follow-up questions, kick them over to 

press@theisraelproject.org, press@theisraelproject.org and we’ll see about 

running them down for you. In the meantime, thank you all for joining us again 

on what I know was short notice and thank you again Dr. Shay for taking the 

time to outline things for us. 

  

Dr. Shaul Shay: Thank you. 

  

  
 


