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The NexT War iN LebaNoN
First Lebanon War

 L ebanon existed as a relatively stable state until 1975, when 
tensions between Christians, the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO), and Druze and Muslims ignited a civil 

war. Within a short time military forces from outside had intervened 
to try to keep the peace, but the country continued to disintegrate. 

In the summer of 1982 the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) invaded Lebanon 
in response to the PLO shelling Israeli settlements from there. Codenamed 
Operation Peace for Galilee, the incursion saw the IDF in action throughout 
the southern half of the country, sweeping to the capital Beirut and the 
Bekaa valley. In the Bekaa the Israelis engaged and defeated both PLO 
and Syrian forces. In 1984-85 the IDF withdrew south to occupy a security 
zone below the Litani River together with a proxy force called the South 
Lebanese Army. Even so, the Israelis didn’t completely quit Lebanon 
until 2000, some 10 years after the end of the Lebanese Civil War.

Hezbollah (Party of God) had its origins in that incursion. Throughout 
the early 1980s a number of small groups of Shia Muslim extremists were 
absorbed into the nascent organization They were initially given training, 
support and materiel by Iran. The Iranians were later joined by Syrians. 

By Brian R. Train
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Syria had remained in de facto 
control of most of Lebanon after the 
withdrawal of the multi-national 
peacekeepers in 1984. After the end of 
the civil war in 1990, Hezbollah mem-
bers settled in the three areas where 
the majority of the Shia population 
lives: southern Lebanon, the southern 
section of Beirut and its environs, 
and the Bekaa valley in the sparsely 
populated northeast. Hezbollah con-
tinued low-level action against the IDF 
forces occupying southern Lebanon 
until their final withdrawal in 2000.

With the Israeli military gone, and 
with continued Iranian and Syrian 
support, Hezbollah became more than 
an insurgent organization; it effectively 
grew to become a state within a state. 
The organization regularly provides 
social, medical, educational, media 
and employment services to the popu-
lation under its control, something 

the national government has been 
unable to do dependably for years. 

It was probably inevitable 
Hezbollah would also gain influence 
within the formal government. Since 
2005 it’s elected increasing numbers 
to the parliament to the point where 
several Hezbollah members have 
served as cabinet ministers. Even so, 
Hezbollah isn’t always willing to follow 
government policies: when an attempt 
was made to disarm it in May 2008, 
pursuant to the agreement that ended 
the civil war, several weeks of violence 
followed between pro-Hezbollah and 
pro-government supporters in Beirut. 
That further underscored the national 
government’s inability to deal with the 
well armed and well organized group.

Hezbollah’s military arm, known as 
the Islamic Resistance, also worked to 
prepare southern Lebanon as both a 
base for offensive operations against 
Israel and as a complex of fortified 

areas to defend the resources used in 
those attacks. With years to analyze 
and prepare the ground, as well as 
with the assistance of Iranian and 
North Korean advisors, Hezbollah 
dug in. It built miles of tunnels, 
hundreds of concrete blockhouses, 
set up numerous weapons caches, 
rocket and missile launch sites and 
minefields. They also created firing 
points for ambushes in villages and 
hilltops along the few routes that 
permit mechanized forces to operate, 
and which would likely be the axes 
of advance for any Israeli offensive. 

Hezbollah obtained large numbers 
of advanced anti-tank, anti-shipping 
and surface-to-surface missiles from 
Iran, Syria and Russia. Throughout 
the 1990s and early 2000s there were 
near constant incidents in southern 
Lebanon and northern Israel of rocket 
and missile attacks as well as small 
raids to abduct or ambush IDF soldiers. 

Second Lebanon War

It was one such ambush of an 
IDF vehicle-mounted patrol that led 
to the Second Lebanon War in July 
2006. During 34 days of operations 
the Israeli response escalated from 
air and artillery bombardment to 
battalion- and brigade-sized raids up 
to five miles inside Lebanon, to (in 
the final week before a UN Security 
Council resolution stopped the 
fighting) division-sized operations 
intended to reach the Litani River. 

By all objective accounts, the 
IDF failed in that attempt to destroy 
Hezbollah. In fact, Hezbollah not only 
stopped IDF ground force advances, 
they also killed over 120, destroyed 10 
Merkava tanks, damaged the corvette 
Hanit with a missile, and fired over 
3,800 rockets into northern Israel, 
killing 42 civilians and wounding over 
2,000 more. The 2008 report of the 
Winograd Commission (appointed 
by the Israeli government to study 
the war) was explicit in its dissection 
of the Israeli effort. According to 
that report, the main factors in the 
Israeli failure were as follows.

An exhausted IDF artilleryman falls awkwardly asleep while on break near his gun during the First Lebanon War.
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First, there was a general lack 
of strategic planning, along with 
shortcomings in the decision-
making processes and staff work in 
the responsible political and military 
headquarters. The initial Israeli strike, 
centered around a short but intense air 
bombardment using precision guided 
munitions (PGM), was supposed to 
instill “shock and awe” in Hezbollah, 
suppress the rocket bombardment, 
and make its leaders capitulate. 

In fact, that effort foundered due 
to Hezbollah’s hardened defensive 
positions, secure communication 
system, an unexpectedly vigorous 
anti-air defense, as well as the near 
complete exhaustion of IDF stocks 
of PGM after 10 days. Then the IDF 
high command decided to end the 
rocket threat through ground action. 
That was first done with battalion- to 
brigade-size raids, and then belatedly 
by moving forward whole divisions 
once reservists had been mobilized.

The incremental Israeli approach 
gave Hezbollah time to react and 
adjust its tactics. A sudden and 
overwhelming Israeli ground and air 
offensive might’ve effectively dislo-
cated Hezbollah’s ability to respond. 

At the time the IDF was also undergoing its own ver-
sion of the “Revolution in Military Affairs” (RMA), and was 
just starting to apply the concepts of netcentric warfare 
and effects-based operations to overhaul its doctrine. 
Those changes accelerated dependence on airpower, 
precision fires and surveillance, but the concepts were 
still to be fully assimilated by the IDF. The new ideas 
were expressed in orders using unfamiliar jargon, and 
they were therefore inconsistently applied by different 
units. That led to commanders failing to understand 
nebulously worded orders and to the constantly 
changing missions given them by higher echelons. 

Second, there were general and serious failings in the 
preparedness, decision making and performance in the 
IDF, especially among different units in the army. Apart 
from the failure to understand the new doctrine, IDF 
commanders had seen the training and preparedness 
levels of their units slide due to the Second Intifada that 
began in 2000. From that time on, the amount of time, 
personnel and resources required to police the Gaza Strip 
affected the ability of the army to maintain standards, 
even as budgets for training reservists were further cut. 

The duties the IDF had to perform in suppressing the 
Intifada – area security, surveillance, prisoner snatches, 
aid to the police – against a largely unarmed but tenacious 
enemy were different from the skills required in sustained 
combat against a well trained, heavily armed and 
thoroughly organized opponent like Hezbollah. As a result, 
in 2006 coordination between ground and air forces was 
poor. The IDF also waited over 10 days before deciding to 
mobilize the reservists needed to fill out the two additional 

IDF armor deploying outside Beirut 
during the First Lebanon War.

An IDF infantry helps a wounded comrade move 
back from the front inside Lebanon in 2006.
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