CSAG Strategy Paper 20 November 2024

High Stakes on High Ground: “The Golan Heights,
a Zero-sum Game for Regional Dominance.”

Lt Col Richard Pecinka, CZE AF (CSAG/CCIJ5), LTC René Berendsen, NLD Army (CSAG/CCJ5),
LTC Ivan Puhalo, HRV Army (CSAG/CCIJ5), and MAJ Vasile Nodis, ROU AF (CSAG/CCJ5)

The opinions and conclusions expressed herein are those of a number of international officers within the Combined Strategic
Analysis Group (CSAG) and do not necessarily reflect the views of United States Central Command, nor of the nations
represented within the CSAG or any other governmental agency.

Key Points

e The Golan Heights holds profound historical significance and serves critical tactical and strategic purpose.

e Since Israel's unilateral annexation of the Golan Heights, the region is generally viewed as stable.

e Various actors possess diverse interests, positions, and perspectives regarding the historical context and
future of the Golan Heights.

e Recent military activity and the growing tensions between Israel and Hezbollah have significantly increased
the risk of transforming the Golan Heights into a volatile flashpoint.

Introduction

The Golan Heights, a hilly 460 square mile (1,200 square kilometer) strategically vital plateau, was seized by Israel
from Syria during the 1967 Six-Day War. Despite Syria's attempt to reclaim the territory in the 1973 conflict, Israel
maintained control and unilaterally annexed it in 1981. This annexation, however, lacks international recognition,
with Syria continuing to demand the territory's return.! Since the 1974 armistice between Israel and Syria and the
deployment of UN personnel, the Golan Heights has remained relatively stable. However, the Golan’s strategic
importance has not diminished and has recently garnered renewed attention from various actors. The area's
significance has been underscored by recent military activities and the looming of a full-scale conflict after recent
cross border incursions of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) into Lebanon.

The Golan Heights

The Golan Heights offers an occupier significant advantages due to its elevated position. It provides a view of parts
of Syria, Israel, Lebanon, and Jordan, making it an excellent vantage point.? It provides opportunities for monitoring,
surveillance, and offensive artillery positions. The Golan Heights also creates a natural buffer allowing defensive
positions. The Golan Heights contains fertile agriculture soil, and it is a crucial water source in the region. Water
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from the Golan feeds into the Sea of Galilee and Jordan River and contributes to the water supply of the region
where water is scarce.?

Prior to the 1967 Six-Day War, the population of the Golan Heights was estimated to be between 90,000 and 148,000
people, with the majority being Syrian Arabs. This population was distributed across numerous settlements and
farms throughout the region. During and immediately after the war, a vast majority of Syrians fled or were driven
from the Heights, resulting in a dramatic demographic shift. A census conducted by Israel approximately two months
after taking control of the Golan Heights revealed that only a small fraction of the original population remained,
with the vast majority of those being Druze transforming them from a minority group to the majority population in
the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights.*

After annexing the Golan Heights in 1981, Israel offered the Druze community the option of citizenship, although
most declined and continue to identify as Syrian.> Currently, approximately 50,000 people live in the Golan with
around half of them being Jewish settlers and the other half being Druze, along with a small minority of Alawites.®
Despite Israel's annexation and subsequent efforts to alter the demographic landscape of the Golan Heights, a
significant Druze population in the region continues to identify as Syrian.
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Figure 1, Golan Heights current situation.
Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, 2016 PEW Research Center study, UNDOF.org.
Modified by Author. Russian and Iranian positions depicted for illustrative purposes.
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Perspectives and Positions

Syria

Syria aims to reclaim the Golan Heights through a peace deal. In 2003, President Bashar al-Assad expressed
readiness to restart peace talks with Israel which has previously considered returning the territory for peace (1999-
2000 U.S.-brokered talks when Prime Minister Ehud Barak offered to return most of the Golan). The main friction
points include Syria's demand for a complete Israeli withdrawal to pre-1967 borders, which would give Syria control
over the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee (Israel's important source of fresh water), and the dismantling of Israeli
settlements on the Golan.”

Reclaiming the Golan Heights is a matter of national pride, territorial integrity, and a long-standing goal for Syria.
The dispute over this territory has been a significant obstacle in achieving a peace deal with Israel. Although, Syria
is in no position to engage in a conflict due to the country's dire internal situation. Assad is likely to prioritize internal
stability and economic recovery over any military confrontation with Israel.

Israel

For Israel, the Golan Heights holds immense political and symbolic importance in the context of Arab-Israeli relations
throughout history. Israel has maintained its hold on the territory for over five decades. This region, being viewed
by many Israelis as an integral part of the Jewish state, serves as a “memento of war,” symbolizing Israel's resilience
and strategic victories. This sentiment is reflected in the strong public opposition to any withdrawal from the Golan.?
While the Golan Heights played a strategic role in Israel's overall defense posture, during the 2006 Israel-Lebanon
War the primary battles and confrontations occurred along the Israel-Lebanon border rather than in the Golan
region.

Israel views Iranian and Hezbollah’s proximity near its border as a significant threat, as Iran and Hezbollah have
solidified their presence in Syria by backing the Assad regime during the ongoing civil war. Israel considers the Golan
Heights essential in preventing Iran from establishing an additional front in Southern Syria and potentially
connecting it with the front in South Lebanon via Hezbollah.? Therefore, the Golan Heights is a crucial buffer zone
for its security.

Lebanon

The presence of Hezbollah in Lebanese politics complicates the country's official stance, as Hezbollah has been
involved in conflicts related to the Golan Heights. Therefore, Lebanon's government typically refrains from
commenting on strikes against Israel or the occupied Golan Heights.!® Hezbollah justifies its armament and attacks
on Israel in the Golan area due to the Israeli occupation of Shebaa Farms, which it claims as historically Lebanese
territory.!! Hezbollah can easily target the Golan Heights, including the disputed Shebaa Farms area. However, even
if Lebanon gained control of Shebaa Farms, Hezbollah's hostility towards Israel would persist. Aligned with Iran,
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Hezbollah's goal is Israel's destruction, and it would find other pretexts to continue its aggression regardless of
territorial disputes.

Jordan

Jordan's stance aligns with that of most countries worldwide, asserting that the Golan Heights is Syrian territory
under occupation.!?

Iran

Iran is maintaining its alliance with Syria to ensure it can operate within Syrian territory, primarily for strategic and
geopolitical reasons.’® Even though Iran does not directly project power on the Golan Heights due to its limited
military capability, it utilizes its proxies, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and various militias in Syria. This approach is
part of Iran's broader strategy to undermine Israel's influence in the region without engaging in direct confrontation,
which Iran seeks to avoid due to Israel's superior military strength and U.S. support.

United States

In March 2019, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and then President Donald Trump signed a proclamation
recognizing Israel's sovereignty over the Golan Heights.'* In June 2021, the Biden administration confirmed it would
uphold the previous administration's policy of recognizing Israeli sovereignty over the Golan Heights.?> The U.S.
administration's recognition of Israel's annexation of the Golan Heights in 2019 contributed to the image of the U.S.
applying a “double standards” approach, appearing to contradict the U.S. traditional emphasis on upholding
international law and promoting a rules-based order.

Russia

After its withdrawal of forces in 2018, Russia reestablished air patrols (in 2024) and multiple observation posts in
the Syria border region near the Golan Heights (late 2023).% In September 2023, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov accused the U.S. of being “hypocritical” in its recognition of the Golan Heights as part of sovereign Israel. He
compared the Golan Heights to the Donbas region in Ukraine and suggested that the U.S. did not respect legal
sovereignty of UN member states.'” Israel’s annexation of the Golan Heights and U.S. recognition allows Russia a
narrative that their actions in Ukraine are alike and justified. In the light of the upcoming change in U.S.
administration, Russia might use the Golan Heights issue as leverage to negotiate its position in Ukraine.

In the context of an Israeli-Hezbollah war, Russia's enhanced presence in the Golan area could serve as a deterrent
against escalation or provide a channel for de-escalation. However, it also complicates the regional dynamics,
potentially limiting Israel's freedom of action in the area while also serving as a counterbalance to Iranian influence
and actions.
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United Nations

The Golan Heights dispute between Syria and Israel has been addressed through several key United Nations Security
Council Resolutions. These resolutions were issued to pave the way for a peaceful solution for the Golan Heights.
The most significant resolutions were adopted in response to Israel’s annexation of the Golan Heights through the
Golan Heights Law. Resolution 350 established the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF).
Resolution 497 declares Israel’s imposition of its laws, jurisdiction, and administration in the Golan Heights as “null
and void and without international legal effect.”®

UNDOF was established to “maintain the ceasefire between Israel and Syria, supervise the disengagement of Israeli
and Syrian forces and supervise the areas of separation and limitation.”** UNDOF comprises 1162 peacekeepers,
including military personnel from various contributing countries.?? The mission faces significant challenges, such as
increased tensions due to the ongoing Syrian civil war, the presence of armed groups and military activities in the
area of separation, unexploded ordnance, and landmines in the region, and maintaining neutrality and operational
effectiveness in a complex geopolitical environment.?! After October 7, 2023, UNDOF continued their mandated
task in a challenging operational environment deteriorated by renewed tensions in northern Israel, southern and
eastern Lebanon and the Golan. The UNDOF mandate appears to have been effective in keeping the peace between
Israel and Syria, however, the force is unlikely to be empowered to prevent any kinetic action from armed actors on
the Golan Heights.

Recent Developments

Multiple reports after the October 7, 2023, Hamas attacks on Israel, described the movement of a significant amount
of Assad regime forces and pro-lran militias to the Golan area. Some reports suggested that the various groups were
coordinating attacks on the Golan Heights.?

Most Hezbollah attacks since October 7 were targeted at northern Israel, with fewer strikes on the Golan Heights
where Israel has multiple military installations.?® On July 27, 2024, a rocket explosion in a Druze village on the Golan
killed 12 people.?* On August 21, 2024, Hezbollah launched 50 rockets hitting a number of houses in the Golan area.?®

Conclusion

The Golan Heights remain a strategically significant territory in the complex geopolitical landscape of the Middle East.
Its elevated topography provides substantial military advantages, making it a key asset in regional security dynamics.

The territory’s contested status has been a subject of international debate and multiple UN Security Council
Resolutions. Despite the UN resolutions and witnessing the growth of Israeli settlements in the Golan, Israel’s ceding
this territory is unlikely today, as it is vital in deterring its adversaries locally, and diminishing threats regionally.

The ongoing territorial status quo predominantly serves Israel's strategic interests, with its preservation contingent
upon maintaining Israel's military superiority. Syria's capacity to challenge this status quo remains constrained
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diplomatically and militarily. However, an escalation of regional tensions could prompt Syria to reassert its claim to
the territory on the international stage, potentially scrutinizing the U.S.” stance on the issue.

One may conclude that under Israeli control, the Golan Heights seem to be relatively stable and secure. While the
Golan Heights currently receives limited international attention, the potential expansion of the Israel-Hamas conflict
into a broader regional war could reignite tensions in the Golan Heights area. Such an escalation would significantly
raise the stakes for all parties involved, turning the Golan Heights into a potential flashpoint once again.

Recommendations

To maintain stability in the Golan Heights and prevent it from becoming a new front in a broader Middle Eastern
conflict, USCENTCOM could provide Israel with U.S. Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities
that are crucial in monitoring potential militia buildups along the Syrian border. Maintaining open communication
channels with Russia, given its involvement in Syria, is essential to prevent misunderstandings and unintended
escalation.

The increased U.S. military presence in the Middle East currently serves as a deterrent against ITN threats and
potential escalation of the Israel-Gaza conflict, indirectly maintaining stability in the Golan Heights while
demonstrating commitment to allies and partners. However, the long-term sustainability of these reinforcements
is questionable. Given the uncertainty surrounding ceasefire negotiations and the potential effectiveness of any
future agreement, USCENTCOM should develop contingency plans for prolonged engagement in the region.
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