Iranian ambition
A Matrix Game of Middle Eastern Crises by Tim Price

Background1
The ongoing crisis between Israel and Iran escalated when Israeli jets struck dozens of Iranian targets in
neighbouring Syria recently. The strikes came after a rocket attack against Israeli forces in the Golan Heights, which
the Israeli military said was from Iranian forces. Israel retaliated and destroyed “nearly all” of Iran’s military
infrastructure in Syria, according to Israel’s defence minister, Avigdor Lieberman.
It should be noted that much of the Golan Heights are Syrian territory but have been under Israeli military
occupation since 1967. The Syrian Government in Damascus also asserts that, as a sovereign country, it has a clear
right in international law to host forces from Iran or any other country if it so wishes.

Why is Iran in Syria?
Iran is one of the most powerful backers of Syria’s president, Bashar al-Assad. It first intervened in the war to help
defend Assad against Syrian rebels and later helped Syrian government forces against the Islamic State. Iran has built
a substantial military infrastructure there, trained large Shiite militias with thousands of fighters, armed drones and
sent advisers from its powerful Revolutionary Guards Corps to Syrian military bases.
Even though the Syrian rebels have steadily lost ground and no clear threats to Mr. Assad’s rule remain, Iran and its
allies have stayed in Syria, shifting their focus to creating a military infrastructure there that Israel sees as a threat.
Iran continues to train and equip fighters while strengthening ties with its Shiite allies in Iraq and the Shiite militant
group Hezbollah in Lebanon in hopes of building a united front in the event of a new war.
Because of Russian military intervention, Assad is more or less secure, though pockets of insurgents remain. This
allows Iran to switch from the insurgents and focus more on Israel. The strategy is to make Syria into a viable front,
like southern Lebanon, for both offensive and defence purposes, should another major war break out between
Hezbollah and Israel. Iran has also tried to bring in defensive assets to Syria such as the Tor air defence system.

How has Israel responded?
Israel has launched scores of airstrikes on Syria to try to prevent the transfer of advanced weapons from Iran to
Hezbollah. The Israeli government rarely confirms individual strikes, and the Syrian government and Hezbollah do
not always acknowledge when they have been hit. But in 2017, Maj. Gen. Amir Eshel, the departing commander of
the Israeli Air Force, said Israel had launched nearly 100 strikes on convoys since 2012. But unlike Russia and Iran,
Israel has done little to sway the outcome of Syria’s civil war.
Israel has no love for Assad but fears the chaos that might follow him. The growing Iranian presence in Syria is seen
as a threat to Israel, and so it has a strong incentive to try to stop things now before Iran gets further entrenched.

Was Trump’s announcement a factor in the new fighting?
The conflict between Israel and Iran escalated days after President Trump announced the withdrawal of the United
States from a 2015 multinational nuclear deal with Tehran. Israel had railed against the agreement since before its
inception and Mr. Trump had campaigned on the promise of withdrawing from it. The concern now is that the
shadow war Israel and Iran have been waging for years, most recently in Syria under the cover of the civil war there,
has now burst into the open. Israel and Iran have been in a cold war for maybe 20 years now, but now it appears to
be out in the open - direct engagement between the forces, with Iranian casualties mounting. The potential for
escalation is much greater now than before.
Trump’s announcement might not have helped, but that the stage for the conflict was set earlier in the year. Iran
pushed allied militias toward the Golan Heights and moved rockets and rocket production into Syria to better supply
Hezbollah with more accurate weaponry. Iran also installed air-defence systems that can reach into Israel. The great
danger is that the conflict spreads to Lebanon and Hezbollah decides to launch rockets into Israel from there, and
Israel responds as it has to the attacks from Syria.
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The Matrix Game Construction Kit
The ultimate matrix game design kit
In a "matrix game” there are few pre-set rules limiting what players can do. Instead, each is free to undertake any
plausible action during their turn. The chances of success or failure, as well as the effects of the action, are largely
determined through structured argument and discussion. This process allows for imaginative game dynamics that
are lively and open-ended, and yet also grounded in reality.

Matrix games are particularly well-suited for complex conflicts and issues involving multiple actors and stakeholders, varying interests and agendas, and a broad range of (diplomatic/political, military, social, and economic)
dimensions. The game system crowdsources ideas and insight from participants, thereby fostering greater analytical
insight.
First developed by Chris Engle, matrix games have been played by hobbyists for years. They have also been used as
serious games for training at the US Army War College, National Defense University, the Central Intelligence Agency,
and elsewhere; for defence planning, capability assessment, and acquisitions in Australia, Canada, the UK, and US;
for security planning for the Vancouver Olympics; as a research and analytical support tool at the UK Foreign Office;
and as an educational method in various universities. They are particularly well-suited for multi-sided conflicts or
other issues that involve a broad range of capabilities and interaction.
MaGCK contains everything that is required to play two different matrix games, or to design your own matrix games
addressing almost any aspect of modern conflict:
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

A core set of matrix game rules.
Player briefings and supplementary rules for ISIS CRISIS, a matrix game that explores the rise and decline of
the so-called “Islamic State” insurgency in Iraq. Two scenarios are included: "The Caliphate Reborn?" (set in
September 2014) and "Road to Mosul” (starting January 2016).
Player briefings, map tiles, and supplementary rules for A RECKONING OF VULTURES, a game that explores
coup plotting and political skullduggery in a fictional dictatorship.
255 large blank game tokens in eight colours, together with over 700 stickers depicting various unit types,
other assets, capabilities, and effects. The stickers are used to customize the game tokens, offering
enormous flexibility for matrix game designers.
80 smaller discs in the same colours as above, which can be used to indicate damage, supplies and
resources, political influence, or other characteristics.
10 two-sided tracking mats, with various scales (+/-3, 1-3, 1-10, days, months, and so forth)
Assorted dice.

In addition, purchasers of MaGCK gain access to templates so they can print additional stickers using readilyavailable sticker sheets and any laser printer—thus making it possible to produce an unlimited number of games and
scenarios. See: https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/magck-matrix-game-construction-kit

Abbreviated Matrix Game Rules
How to Play a Matrix Game
In a Matrix Game, actions are resolved by a structured
sequence of logical "arguments". Each player takes
turns to make an argument, with successful
arguments advancing the game, and the player's
position. There are a number of ways you can do this,
depending on the size of the game and the purpose
(each has their own strengths and weaknesses), but
the one recommended for this game is:
The "Pros and Cons" System
In this system, each argument is broken down into:
•
The active Players states: Something That
Happens and a Number of Reasons Why it Might
Happen (Pros).
•
The other Players state: A Number of Reasons
Why it Might NOT Happen (if they can think of any)
(Cons).
The game needs a Facilitator to adjudicate on the
arguments, but if you have a limited number of
players, you can take it in turns to be the Facilitator –
this works out much better than you might imagine
and helps reinforce the idea that your role in the
game might be in conflict with others, but you are all
working together to generate a credible narrative.
The advantage of this system is that you formalise the
Pros and Cons of an argument and the role of the
Facilitator becomes that of ensuring that the Pros and
Cons carry equal weight - perhaps making compelling
reasons worth two Pros and two or three weaker
reasons against only worth one Con. You need to
ensure you don't end up with a laundry list of trivial
reasons, or the player re-stating a reason already
accepted in a slightly different way in a desperate
attempt to gain points.
One very useful benefit of the "Pros and Cons" system
is that it provides reasons for failure should the dice
roll not succeed. You can also more easily run the
game with very knowledgeable players.

Notes about arguments
The important thing to remember in a Matrix game is
that arguments can be made about anything that is
relevant to the scenario. You can argue about your
own troops or about the enemy, the existence of
people, places, things or events, the weather, plague,
disease or public opinion. The actions and

consequences of arguments are reflected in the
placement of the generic counters on a map
(examples are enclosed below), forming narrative
markers for the game; or by writing the results on a
whiteboard or flipchart so the players can keep track
of what is going on.
Some things can seem a little odd to new players –
"how can he argue about my troops?" – It is true, he
can't give them orders, but he could argue that their
morale and motivation are low because they haven't
been paid in months. The only criteria for judgement
is the likelihood of the event taking place. With a bit
of imagination, common sense and rational thinking,
it is possible to present persuasive arguments as to
what should happen in any scenario - from traditional
military campaigns to the strange world of defence
procurement.
A common error in Matrix games is for a player to
argue about another player being influenced by
something or them agreeing to a course of action. The
player is present and can simply be asked – so that a
little time between turns to allow the players to
negotiate with each other (in secret if necessary)
makes for a better game. It might be that a player
wants to argue that all parties come to negotiations –
in which case let them state their case, then ask the
other players if they want to come along. If they agree
then the argument is an automatic success.
Arguments are for measurable actions – if the players
want to negotiate with each other, they can do that in
between turns.
Sometimes players get carried away with their
arguments and try to do several different things. This
isn't allowed in a Matrix game – you only get to do
one action a turn because part of the insight comes
from deciding what the highest priority is. The action
itself could be large (like a general mobilisation of the
Militia), but it must be a single action, so mobilising
the Militia and providing the Police with heavy
weapons would be two separate actions – which one
do you want to do first?
If two arguments are in direct opposition ("This
happens" - "No it doesn't") they represent a Logical
Inconsistency since they cannot both be true. The
earlier argument has already happened, so it is
impossible for it not to have happened. The later
player may argue that the event is reversed, but this
tends to make for a poor narrative in the game and
should be discouraged.

Reasonable Assumptions and Established
Facts
It is important that the Facilitator understands the
difference between "reasonable assumptions" in the
game, such as the proposition that well trained and
equipped Special Forces soldiers are going to be much
more effective in combat than untrained protestors;
and "established facts" which are facts that have been
specifically mentioned in the game briefings or have
become established during play as the result of
successful arguments.
The former can be deployed as supporting reasons
(Pros and Cons), but the latter need to have been
argued successfully in order for them to be included.
Many inexperienced players will make vast allencompassing arguments full of assumptions that are
not reasonable. For example: It is not a reasonable
assumption that an unarmed Protestor counter could
fight off trained Police. It is reasonable to assume that
the Police are trained, armed, equipped and quite
capable of dealing with a group of protestors (after
all, that is their job). It would be necessary to argue
for large number of Protestors, argue that they had
weapons of some sort or argue that they were
especially devoted or fanatical about their cause, for
them to have a reasonable chance of beating the
Police.
Of course, you might argue that your Protesters
undergo special training, get access to firearms, or are
simply fired up with enthusiasm by the powerful and
impassioned speech from their leader, so they get a
bonus. In this case, you should mark the counter with
a +1 or something similar (depending on the strength
of the argument) to show their improved status.

Game Length and Turn Length
The game should last a minimum of 6 turns as it is
essential that sufficient turns are allowed to develop
the narrative and force the players to have to live with
the consequences of their actions from earlier in the
game. Each turn represents a deliberately vague
period defined by the game Facilitator and the
arguments are the "headline events" that took place
in the period.

End of Turn "Consequence Management"
At the end of each game turn (a cycle of player
arguments) the Facilitator should go over those
successful and failed arguments that have generate
new "established facts" in the game. They should also

review situations that are on-going, such as the
generation of refugees from fighting or the arrival of
new recruits to a popular cause. If these have not
been countered during the turn by a successful
argument, the Facilitator should make them continue
until someone does make an argument to stop them.
It might also be that some of the arguments, when
considered as a whole, will have additional or even
unintended consequences that are reasonable to
expect to arise. It is therefore worth taking time to
consider the consequences of the players’ arguments
beyond their immediate results. Invite the players to
consider the events of the turn, suggest possible
consequences and then agree on the most likely that
should be taken forward to the next turn.
In some games, it is worthwhile having an individual
(if you have one to spare) who is particularly
experienced about the sort of subject that the Matrix
Game is focussed on, make “the law of unintended
consequences” arguments at the end of a turn. This
can help to formalise the process and provide good
examples to widen the players’ understanding of the
consequences of their actions.

Inter-Turn Negotiations
As we have already said, the actual “arguments” of
the Matrix Game are about actions that take place in
the course of the game. In most cases, the actors
represented by the players may well want to engage
in face to face negotiation with each other in an effort
to strike a deal. Players attempting to make
Arguments saying that they want to “influence the
Prime Minister” are essentially pointless if the Prime
Minister is represented by another player. If they
want to strike a deal, then they had better head off to
a quiet corner of the room and try a little influence in
real life. Of course, if a player wants to make an
argument about a position or group not represented
by another player, they are welcome to do so in the
normal way.
In analytical games, it is important to record the
essential elements of these discussions. What was
suggested? Was agreement reached and why? If no
agreement was reached what were the private and
public reasons why the negotiations were
unsuccessful? Analysis of these “off-table”
negotiations and the reasons the players felt why they
were successful or failures can provide important
insights.

Secret arguments
There will be some cases where you want to hide
from the other players the thing you want to argue
about. It could be that you have booby trapped a
piece of equipment you think your opponent will use,
or that you have swapped the vital blueprints for a set
of fake ones in case the safe is broken into. In this
case, you simply write down your argument on a piece
of paper and present it to the Facilitator announcing
to the other players that you are making a secret
argument. The Facilitator will make a judgment and
you will roll the dice normally, but the other players
have no idea what it is about.
You should be careful, however, that the players don't
make too many secret arguments. This can ruin the
game's atmosphere and reduce the focus, so that the
game drags on unnecessarily. They also depend on
the judgement of the Facilitator as to their success of
failure, rather than being decided on a consensual
basis from the participants. They must only be
permitted when they refer to quite specific things or
events. An argument about gathering information
from a spy, in most games, will be quite a generic
argument and should be argued openly. Similarly
Arguing about the placement of an IED to catch forces
moving down a route should be made openly as the
results will take effect the same turn. It is only really
for secret things you need to establish several turns in
advance.

Measures of Success
In many arguments success or failure may not be a
simple "Yes" or "No" proposition. There might well be
a sliding scale of success or failure in terms of
numbers or the quality of the outcome, which is

usually represented by the score on the dice. If you
needed a 7+ to succeed and rolled a double-six (12),
this can indicate an especially notable success.
Conversely, a roll of a double-one, it could represent a
disastrous failure.

More information
There has been quite a lot of discussion about Matrix
games, including links to example games on the
“PAXsims” Blog that are worth reading:
https://paxsims.wordpress.com/?s=Matrix+Game
Professor Rex Brynen was also interviewed by the
GrogHeads “GrogCast” Podcast, a copy of what he
said about Matrix Games is here:
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2episode-12 with the discussion about Matrix Games
starting at the 31-minute mark.

Conduct of the Game:
The players should be formed into teams around the
Actors in the game. They should be provided with the
introductory background (above) and their Actor
brief; and provided with a short period in which to
study the brief. They should then write down a few (3
or 4) short, pithy, objectives they would wish to
achieve in the game in accordance with their briefs.
One of these should be a longer-term objective, with a
reach of at least 10 years in order to ensure that the
players address something other than short-term
goals and reactions to other player's actions in the
game. Play should then commence in the normal way.
The final turn should be followed by a discussion of
the objectives, and comparison made with the Actor's
achievements during the game.

Full rules here: https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/pdf-only-magck-matrix-game-construction-kit-user-guide

Game Turn Length:
The length represented by a game turn will be variable during the game. My preference is to start with the game
turn representing a 2 week period and then move to monthly turns unless military actions are taking place.

Actors in the Game and Order of Play:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Iran
Israel
Russia
Hezbollah
Saudi Arabia
Syrian Government
USA

Iran2
Iran and Syria are close strategic allies, and Iran has provided significant support for the Syrian Government in the
Syrian Civil War, including logistical, technical and financial support, as well as training and some combat troops. Iran
sees the survival of the Syrian government as being crucial to its regional interests.
The Islamic Republic of Iran accords priority to its relations with the other states in the region and with the rest of
the Islamic world. This includes a strong commitment to the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation and the NonAligned Movement.
Iran is seeking new allies around the world due to its increasing political and economic isolation in the international
community. This isolation is evident in the various economic sanctions and the EU oil embargo that have been
implemented in response to questions that have been raised over the Iranian nuclear program.
International sanctions have created pressure on Iran, but Iran is also a large regional economy with a relatively
diversified structure - oil is very important, but they are not entirely dependent on oil. There’s no doubt that the
immediate effect of sanctions is to create hardships among ordinary people, but whether that is going to make a real
difference to the behaviour and policy of the central government remains to be seen.
The impact on ordinary Iranians is not in itself going to be enough to bring about a change in the administration,
because as we know from experience, there’s a wedge between what ordinary people in a country under sanctions
experience and what the elite do. The ruling elite and the administration can find ways of shielding themselves from
the harshest impact of sanctions.
Tehran supports the Interim Governing Council in Iraq, but it strongly advocates a prompt and full transfer of state
authority to the Iraqi people. Iran hopes for stabilization in Afghanistan and supports the reconstruction effort so
that the Afghan refugees in Iran (which number approximately 2.5 million) can return to their homeland and the
flow of drugs from Afghanistan can be stemmed. Iran is also pursuing a policy of stabilization and cooperation with
the countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia, whereby it is seeking to capitalise on its central location to establish
itself as the political and economic hub of the region.
On the international scene, it has been argued by some that Iran has become, or will become in the near future, a
superpower due to its ability to influence international events. Others, have argued that Iran is already an energy
superpower and is on its way to becoming an empire. Iran a definitely a rising power that might well become a
nuclear power in coming years—if the US does not prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear technology. Given the recent
Trump declaration that the US is withdrawing from the international Iran nuclear agreement, the effects on
sanctions and the Iranian nuclear programme are uncertain.
Iran supplies political support and weapons to Hamas, an organization accused of being committed to the
destruction of Israel by Jihad According to Mahmoud Abbas, President of the Palestinian National Authority, "Hamas
is funded by Iran. It claims it is financed by donations, but the donations are nothing like what it receives from Iran."
Iran has also supplied another enemy of Israel, the militant organization Hezbollah with substantial amounts of
financial, training, weapons, explosives, political, diplomatic, and organizational aid while persuading Hezbollah to
take an action against Israel. Hezbollah's 1985 manifesto listed its four main goals as "Israel's final departure from
Lebanon as a prelude to its final obliteration". According to reports released in February 2010, Hezbollah received
$400 million from Iran.
On 5 November 2012, Israel's Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu reiterated his willingness to mount a unilateral
attack on Iran's nuclear facilities even without US support. In 2013, retiring defence minister Ehud Barak said that
though it would be very difficult for Israel to operate alone, and that Obama had ordered the Pentagon to prepare
detailed plans for an American strike on Iran. Netanyahu said in September 2013 that President Hassan Rouhani is
trying to acquire a nuclear weapon, and that his perception as a moderate makes him a "wolf in sheep's clothing."
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Israel3
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has long warned of the danger posed to Israel by Iran’s pursuit of nuclear
weapons. In the light of recent events Israelis are contemplating the danger posed right now by a non-nuclear Iran
that is working to entrench itself in Syria.
An Israeli helicopter shot down an Iranian drone dispatched from Syria recently. Israel allowed local media to report
that the drone was carrying explosives and was primed to attack a target somewhere in Israel. This was plainly linked
to the attack that followed by Israel on the T-4 air base in central Syria, from which the drone was launched.
The situation has escalated by Iranian forces firing 20 rockets at Israel Defence Forces positions in the Golan Heights.
Four of the rockets aimed toward Israel were intercepted by the Iron Dome air defence system while the remaining
rockets exploded on Syrian territory. This Iranian attack prompted the most extensive Israeli strike on a neighbouring
country in decades; overnight, Israel openly attacked dozens of Iranian military and logistics targets in Syria.
Along with the concerns about the fallout from Monday’s attack, there are also now growing worries about Israel’s
capacity to maintain the supremacy its air force enjoys in the skies over Lebanon and Syria — the supremacy that is
vital to Israel's response to attacks in the North.
But Russia’s potent military capabilities in Syria threaten to complicate such missions in the future. It is reported that
the Iranians are “lobbying hard” for Putin to reduce the IAF’s freedom of operation in the area, which would put the
Israeli Air Force in a completely different situation. Israeli Military analyses on Israeli TV indicated that Putin has no
intention of booting the Iranians out as the Russians don't seek to deploy large Russian forces in Syria, but want
Iranian-led militias to take on the security burden.
It has been assumed that Iran’s top priority right was not to engage Israel in serious conflict from Syria. It has not
been frantically rushing to build up its forces on the Syrian side of the Golan, but rather, seeking to gradually
establish a robust military infrastructure deep in Syrian territory — taking the longer view. The recent escalatory
actions could be more of a threat.
Israelis are more aware of how complicated a challenge all this constitutes. Iran, which routinely demands the
demise of Israel, and has for years been funding, arming and training terrorist groups to attack Israel, has now shown
it is sufficiently emboldened to directly attack Israel itself. The Iranian nuclear spectre may still be a good few years
down the road. But the now the new Syria-Russia-Iran reality is revealed, Israelis know there’s a very real and direct
Iranian military threat, right now, just across the border.
To further complicate the situation, the Israelis are well aware that Hezbollah, in Lebanon and Hamas, in Gaza are
willing to take advantage of the situation in order to further their aims.
To the North, Defence Minister Avigdor Liberman said that Lebanon is now under Hezbollah’s “complete control”
following the terror group’s success in elections there. Since its founding with Iranian support in the mid-1980s,
Hezbollah, considered a terror group by the US, Israel and others, has spent years carefully building up its political
influence in Lebanon, as well as its foothold abroad. Employing a striking comparison, Liberman dismissed the party’s
gains as a legitimate electoral victory, saying that Hitler’s Nazi party also came to power through democratic means.
Hamas, in the South, is an Islamist terrorist organization that avowedly seeks the destruction of Israel, and seized
power in Gaza in 2007 in a violent takeover from the forces of Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas.
Having attempted to terrorize Israel into capitulation with its strategic onslaught of suicide bombers in the Second
Intifada, it has, since grabbing hold of Gaza, continued its efforts to terrorize Israel by firing thousands upon
thousands of rockets indiscriminately across the border.
Organizing and encouraging mass demonstrations at the border in the so-called “March of Return” to face off
against Israeli troops, while sanctimoniously and disingenuously branding the campaign non-violent, is merely the
latest iteration of Hamas’s cynical use of Gazans as the human shields for its aggression.
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Hezbollah4
Hezbollah (Party of God) is a Shia Islamist political party and militant group based in Lebanon. Hezbollah's
paramilitary wing is the Jihad Council, and its political wing is Loyalty to the Resistance Bloc party in the Lebanese
parliament. Since the death of Abbas al-Musawi in 1992, the group has been headed by Hassan Nasrallah, its
Secretary-General.
After the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 in support of the Free Lebanon State, Israel occupied a strip of south
Lebanon, which was controlled by the South Lebanon Army (SLA), a Lebanese Christian militia supported by Israel.
Hezbollah was founded in the early 1980s to aggregate a variety of militant Lebanese Shi'a groups under one roof.
Hezbollah was conceived by Muslim clerics and funded by Iran primarily to harass the Israeli occupation. Its leaders
were followers of Ayatollah Khomeini, and its forces were trained and organized by a contingent of 1,500
Revolutionary Guards that arrived from Iran with permission from the Syrian government, which was in occupation
of Lebanon at the time.
Hezbollah's 1985 manifesto listed its objectives as the expulsion of the Americans, the French and their allies
definitely from Lebanon, putting an end to any colonialist entity on our land, submission of the Phalangists to just
power and bringing them to justice for the crimes they have perpetrated against Muslims and Christians, and
permitting all the sons of our people to choose the form of government they want, while calling on them to pick the
option of Islamic government.
After the 2006–08 Lebanese protests and clashes, a national unity government was formed in 2008, with Hezbollah
and its opposition allies obtaining eleven of thirty cabinets seats, enough to give them veto power. In August 2008,
Lebanon's new Cabinet unanimously approved a draft policy statement which recognized Hezbollah's existence as an
armed organization and guarantees its right to "liberate or recover occupied lands" (such as the Shebaa Farms).
Since 2012, Hezbollah has helped the Syrian government during the Syrian civil war in its fight against the Syrian
opposition, which Hezbollah has described as a "Wahhabi-Zionist conspiracy" to destroy its alliance with Assad
against Israel. It has deployed its militia in both Syria and Iraq to fight or train local forces to fight against ISIS.
Lebanon has recently held elections. These elections were the first since war broke out in Syria in 2011, sending
more than 1 million refugees fleeing into Lebanon, a small country with a population estimated at around 4.5
million. The war has divided Lebanon, pitting parties supporting Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria against Saudialigned parties opposed to it.
The leader of the Iranian-backed Hezbollah group declared “mission accomplished” after scoring major gains in the
elections, as the main Western-backed faction headed by Prime Minister Saad Hariri lost a third of its seats. The
results of Sunday’s election further bolster Iran’s allies in Lebanon and neighbouring Syria at a time when Tehran
faces growing Israeli threats and the prospect of the United States pulling out of a landmark international nuclear
deal. They also underline the growing clout of the group in Lebanon where it dominates politically and militarily.
Hezbollah's status as a legitimate political party is a contentious issue. There is a "wide difference" between
American and Arab perception of Hezbollah. Several Western countries officially classify Hezbollah or its external
security wing as a terrorist organization, and some of their violent acts have been described as terrorist attacks.
However, throughout most of the Arab and Muslim worlds, Hezbollah is referred to as a resistance movement,
engaged in national defence. Even within Lebanon, sometimes Hezbollah's status as either a "militia" or "national
resistance" has been contentious. In Lebanon, although not universally well-liked, Hezbollah is widely seen as a
legitimate national resistance organization defending Lebanon, and actually described by Lebanese information
minister as an important ally in fighting terrorist groups.
In the Arab world, Hezbollah is generally seen either as a destabilizing force that functions as Iran's pawn by rentier
states like Egypt and Saudi Arabia, or as a popular socio-political guerrilla movement that exemplifies strong
leadership, meaningful political action, and a commitment to social justice.
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Saudi Arabia5
Saudi Arabia is the world's largest oil producer and exporter, controlling the world's second largest oil reserves and
the sixth largest gas reserves. The kingdom is the only Arab country to be part of the G-20 major economies.
However, the economy of Saudi Arabia is the least diversified in the Gulf Cooperation Council, lacking any significant
service or production sector (apart from the extraction of resources). The state has attracted criticism for its
treatment of women and use of capital punishment. Saudi Arabia is a monarchical autocracy, has the fourth highest
military expenditure in the world and is the world's second largest arms importer in 2010–2014.
Iran and Saudi Arabia have no diplomatic relations following an attack on the Saudi Embassy in Tehran in 2016.
Bilateral relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia have been strained over
several geo-political issues such as the interpretations of Islam, aspirations for leadership of the Islamic world, oil
export policy and relations with the United States and other Western countries. Although Saudi Arabia and Iran are
both Muslim-majority nations and follow Islamic scripture, their relations are fraught with hostility, tension and
confrontation, due to differences in political agendas that are strengthened by their differences in faith. Saudi Arabia
is a right-wing conservative Sunni Islamic kingdom with a tradition of close ties with the United States, United
Kingdom and France. Iran is a Twelver Shia Islamic Republic founded in an anti-Western revolution with close ties to
Russia and China. Both Saudi Arabia and Iran are seen to have aspirations for leadership of Islam, and they have
different visions of stability and regional order.
Both countries are major oil and gas exporters and have clashed over energy policy. Saudi Arabia, with its large oil
reserves and smaller population, has a greater interest in taking a long-term view of the global oil market and
incentive to moderate prices. In contrast, Iran is compelled to focus on high prices in the short term due to its low
standard of living given recent sanctions after its decade old war with Saddam's Iraq and its larger population.
After the Iranian Revolution, relations between the two states deteriorated considerably after Iran accused Saudi
Arabia of being an agent of the US in the Persian Gulf region, representing US interests rather than Islam. Saudi
Arabia is concerned by Iran's consistent desire to export its revolution across the board to expand its influence
within the Persian Gulf region—notably in post-Saddam Iraq, the Levant and further south, in addition to Iran's
controversial nuclear program.
In the Syrian Civil War Iran has supported the Syrian government militarily and with billions of dollars of aid, while
Saudi is a major supplier of aid to rebel groups. Both countries have accused each other of support for terrorism.
In November 2010, Wikileaks disclosed various confidential documents pertaining to the US and its allies which
revealed that King Abdullah urged the US to attack Iran to destroy its nuclear weapons programme, describing Iran
as "a snake whose head should be cut off without any procrastination". The documents were dismissed by Iranian
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, claiming them to be "organised to be released on a regular basis."
After the Saudi diplomatic missions in Tehran and Mashhad were ransacked by Iranian protesters, Saudi Arabia
broke off diplomatic relations with Iran on January 3, 2016. On February 14, 2016, the government of Switzerland
announced that it will represent Saudi interests in Iran and Iranian interests in Saudi Arabia. Switzerland has recently
been the protecting power for Egypt and the United States since diplomatic relations were strained following the
1979 Islamic Revolution.
There are international efforts going on to normalize the relations between two countries after the crisis which
started with the execution of Sheikh Nimr. Pakistan's prime minister Nawaz Sharif and Chief of Army Staff Raheel
Sharif visited Riyadh and Tehran. The Sharifs peace mission started after some high-level visits from Saudi Arabia to
Islamabad.
Pakistan's opposition leader Imran Khan also visited the embassies of Iran and Saudi Arabia and met their head of
commissions in Islamabad on 8 January 2016 to understand their stance regarding the conflict. He urged the
Government of Pakistan to play a positive role to resolve the matter between both countries.
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USA6
Israel–United States relations are a very important factor in the United States government's overall policy in the
Middle East, and Congress has placed considerable importance on the maintenance of a close and supportive
relationship.
The main expression of Congressional support for Israel has been foreign aid. Since 1985, it has provided nearly US$3
billion in grants annually to Israel, with Israel being the largest annual recipient of American aid from 1976 to 2004
and the largest cumulative recipient of aid ($121 billion, not inflation-adjusted) since World War II. Seventy-four
percent of these funds must be spent purchasing US goods and services. More recently, in fiscal year 2014, the US
provided $3.1 billion in foreign military aid to Israel. Israel also benefits from about $8 billion of loan guarantees.
Congress has monitored the aid issue closely along with other issues in bilateral relations, and its concerns have
affected Administrations' policies. Almost all US aid to Israel is now in the form of military assistance, while in the
past it also received significant economic assistance. Strong congressional support for Israel has resulted in Israel
receiving benefits not available to other countries.
In addition to financial and military aid, the United States also provides political support to Israel, having used its
United Nations Security Council veto power 42 times with respect to resolutions relating to Israel, out of a total 83
times in which its veto has ever been used. Between 1991 and 2011, 15 vetos were used to protect Israel out of 24 in
total.
Bilateral relations with Israel have evolved from an initial US policy of sympathy and support for the creation of a
Jewish homeland in 1948 to an unusual partnership that links a small but militarily powerful Israel, dependent on the
United States for its economic and military strength, with the American superpower trying to balance other
competing interests in the region, including Russia's intentions. Others maintain that Israel is a strategic ally, and
that US relations with Israel strengthen the US presence in the Middle East. Israel is one of the United States' two
original major non-NATO allies in the Middle East. Late Republican Senator Jesse Helms used to call Israel "America's
aircraft carrier in the Middle East", when explaining why the United States viewed Israel as such a strategic ally,
saying that the military foothold in the region offered by the Jewish State alone justified the military aid that the
United States grants Israel every year.
As of 2018, there are no formal diplomatic relations between Iran and the US. Pakistan serves as Iran's protecting
power in the United States, while Switzerland serves as America's protecting power in Iran. Contacts are carried out
through the Iranian Interests Section of the Pakistani Embassy in Washington, DC, and the US Interests Section of the
Swiss Embassy in Tehran.
Relations between the two nations were very close between Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi's regime and the US
government, but this was followed by a dramatic reversal after the 1979 Iranian Revolution.
Opinions differ over what has caused the cooling in relations. Iranian explanations include everything from the
natural and unavoidable conflict between the Islamic Revolution on the one hand, and perceived American
arrogance and desire for global hegemony on the other. Other explanations include the Iranian government's need
for an external bogeyman to furnish a pretext for domestic repression against pro-democratic forces and to bind the
government to its loyal constituency.
Since 1995, the United States has had an embargo on trade with Iran. In 2015 the United States led successful
negotiations for a nuclear deal intended to dismantle Iran's nuclear weapons capabilities, and in 2016, sanctions on
Iran were lifted. This deal has been threatened by Trump's recent declaration that the US will withdraw from the
agreement, despite opposition from the other signatories.
According to a 2013 BBC World Service poll, 5% of Americans view Iranian influence positively, with 87% expressing a
negative view, which represents the most unfavourable perception of Iran in the world.
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Russia7
The Russian military intervention in the Syrian Civil War began in September 2015, after an official request by the
Syrian government for military aid against rebel and jihadist groups. The intervention initially consisted of air strikes
fired by Russian aircraft stationed in the Khmeimim base at targets primarily in north-western Syria, against militant
groups opposed to the Syrian government, including Syrian National Coalition, the Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant (ISIL), al-Nusra Front (al-Qaeda in the Levant) and the Army of Conquest. Besides, Russian military advisors
and special operations forces were stationed in Syria. Prior to the intervention, Russian involvement in the Syrian
Civil War had mainly consisted of supplying the Syrian Army. At the end of December 2017, Russia said its troops
would be based in Syria permanently.
Shortly after the operation began, Russian officials were cited as saying that, apart from fighting terrorist
organisations such as ISIL, Russia′s goals included helping the Syrian government retake territory from various antigovernment groups that are labelled by the U.S. and its coalition as ″moderate opposition″, a broader geopolitical
objective being to roll back U.S. influence. In his televised interview broadcast on 11 October 2015, Russian
president Vladimir Putin said the military operation had been thoroughly prepared in advance; he defined Russia′s
goal in Syria as "stabilising the legitimate power in Syria and creating the conditions for political compromise".
By the end of 2017, the intervention produced significant gains for the Syrian government, including the recapture of
Palmyra from ISIL in March 2016, retaking the major city of Aleppo in December 2016, breaking the three-year-long
siege of Deir ez-Zor and establishing full control over that city in November 2017. In early January 2017, the Chief of
the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces Valery Gerasimov said that, overall, the Russian aviation had carried
out 19,160 combat missions and delivered 71,000 strikes on "the infrastructure of terrorists". At the end of
December 2017, the Russian defence minister said that over 48.000 servicemembers had ″gained combat
experience″ during the Russian operation in Syria.
Russia supports Syria and wants to diminish US influence but they are not hostile to Israel or Saudi Arabia, and don’t
want to see an Israel-Iran confrontation.
The UK-based pro-opposition Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) has stated that between the initiation of
the intervention in September 2015 and end of February 2016, Russian air strikes have killed at least 1,700 civilians,
including more than 200 children. The Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR) and the Violations Documentation
Centre (VDC) put the number higher, at over 2,000; SNHR's report stated that Russian attacks have killed more
civilians than either ISIS or the Syrian Arab Army. Used weapons included unguided bombs, cluster bombs,
incendiaries similar to white phosphorus and thermobaric weapons. By the end of September 2017, the SOHR stated
that Russian airstrikes have killed around 5,703 civilians, about a quarter of them children, along with 4,258 ISIL
fighters and 3,893 militants from the Al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra Front and other rebel forces.
The Russian naval facility in Tartus is a leased military installation of the Russian Navy located on the northern edge
of the sea port of the Syrian city of Tartus. Tartus is the Russian Navy's only Mediterranean repair and replenishment
spot, sparing Russia’s warships the trip back to their Black Sea bases through the Turkish Straits. It is the Russian
Navy's only overseas base. On 18 January 2017, Russia and Syria signed an agreement where Russia would be
allowed to expand and use the naval facility at Tartus for 49 years on a free-of-charge basis and enjoy sovereign
jurisdiction over the base. The treaty allows Russia to keep 11 warships at Tartus, including nuclear vessels; with
privileges and full immunity from Syria′s jurisdiction for Russia′s personnel and materiel at the facility.
The Tartus facility currently can accommodate four medium-sized vessels but only if both of its 100 m (330 ft)
floating piers, inside the northern breakwater, are operational. It is not (yet) capable of hosting any of the Russian
Navy's current major warships which range in length from the 129 m (423 ft) Neustrashimyy-class frigate through to
the 163 m (535 ft) Udaloy-class destroyer, much less cruisers such as the 186.4 m (612 ft) Slava class and the 252 m
(827 ft) Kirov class, or the 305 m (1,001 ft) Kuznetsov-class aircraft carrier and the 156 m (512 ft) Sovremennyy-class
destroyer. It is however, in theory at least, presently able to support limited vertical replenishment operations for
those larger warships.
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Syrian Government8
The Syrian Civil War is an ongoing multi-sided armed conflict in Syria fought primarily between the Ba'athist Syrian
Arab Republic led by President Bashar al-Assad, along with its allies, and various forces opposing both the
government and each other in varying combinations.
The unrest in Syria, part of a wider wave of 2011 Arab Spring protests, grew out of perceived discontent with the
government and escalated to an armed conflict after protests were violently suppressed. The war is being fought by
several factions: the Syrian government and its international allies, a loose alliance of Sunni Arab rebel groups
(including the Free Syrian Army), the majority-Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), Salafi jihadist groups
(including al-Nusra Front), and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), with a number of countries in the
region and beyond being either directly involved or providing support to one or another faction.
Iran, Russia, and Hezbollah support the Syrian government militarily, with Russia conducting air operations since
September 2015. On the other hand, the U.S.-led international coalition established in 2014 with a declared purpose
of countering ISIL, have conducted airstrikes against ISIL in Syria as well as against government and pro-government
targets. Turkey on the other hand has become deeply involved since 2016 and beyond actively supporting the Syrian
opposition, occupied large swathes of Northern Syria.
Unlike Assad and the opposition, the self-proclaimed Islamic State is intent on erasing Syria’s borders to establish a
state of its own in territory spanning parts of Iraq and Syria. Kurdish militants, who have fought to establish an
autonomous, if not independent, national homeland in the country’s northeast, are the group’s primary foe.
By 2017, tens of thousands of combatants were involved in the fighting. Up to half a million Syrians have been killed,
most by pro-regime forces, and more than half the country’s pre-war population of some twenty-two million has
been displaced. The armed groups have been marked above all by flux—in their membership, capabilities, alliances,
and ideologies. The Government is supported by a number of groups:
•

•

•
•

•
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Pro-Government Forces: The Syrian army and its allied militias are primarily fighting the Sunni-majority
opposition, particularly to consolidate its control of the country’s main population and economic centres along
its western spine. They mostly withdrew from Kurdish-majority areas in the north in 2011 and have largely ceded
the country’s sparsely populated desert east to the Islamic State.
Hezbollah: Hezbollah militants have primarily fought Sunni opposition forces, particularly along the
southwestern border Syria shares with Lebanon. They were decisive in the 2013 battle for al-Qusayr, in which
the opposition threatened to cut off a vital regime route between Damascus and the coast, as well as that year’s
recapture of the Qalamoun mountains and town of Zabadani on the Syria-Lebanon border from rebel groups.
Foreign Shia Militias: They have primarily clashed with Sunni-led opposition forces, particularly over the
contested, populous western spine of the country. Among their foes are U.S.-backed opposition groups.
Iran: Syria is Iran’s main ally in the Arab world, and entered the conflict fearing that any successor to the Assad
regime led by the country’s Sunni majority would align with its rival Saudi Arabia. As the civil war has dragged on,
its fears have shifted to the threat of anarchy in Syria, which would foster conditions in which Sunni jihadi groups
could thrive. It has focused most of its efforts in the country’s west, where opposition groups most directly
threaten the regime.
Russia: Moscow’s ties to Syria predate the civil war and provided Assad with diplomatic support at the United
Nations after the start of the uprising. In 2015, it intervened militarily, supporting Assad’s campaign in the west
and north, particularly in its bid to recapture rebel-held eastern Aleppo. The last rebel-held neighbourhoods of
Aleppo fell in December 2016 after a prolonged siege and intense bombardment. With the opposition
weakened, Russia launched a diplomatic process in Astana, the Kazakh capital, that sought to instate a
nationwide cease-fire as the groundwork for an eventual political settlement. Russia’s interests include
protecting its military bases on the Mediterranean coast, including the deep-water port at Tartus offering
Russian naval ships and nuclear submarines their only access to the eastern Mediterranean that does not require
transiting the Bosporus, which is controlled by Turkey.
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Iron Dome9

Iron Dome is a mobile all-weather air defence system developed by Rafael Advanced Defense Systems and Israel
Aircraft Industries. The system is designed to intercept and destroy short-range rockets and artillery shells fired from
distances of 4 kilometres (2.5 mi) to 70 kilometres (43 mi) away and whose trajectory would take them to a
populated area. Israel hopes to increase the range of Iron Dome's interceptions, from the current maximum of 70
kilometres (43 mi) to 250 kilometres (160 mi) and make it more versatile so that it could intercept rockets coming
from two directions simultaneously.
The system is designed to counter short-range rockets and 155 mm artillery shells with a range of up to 70
kilometres. According to its manufacturer, Iron Dome will operate day and night, under adverse weather conditions,
and can respond to multiple threats simultaneously.
Iron Dome has three central components:
•
•
•

Detection & Tracking Radar: the radar system is built by Elta, an Israeli defence company and subsidiary of Israel
Aerospace Industries, and by the IDF.
Battle Management & Weapon Control (BMC): the control centre is built for Rafael by mPrest Systems, an Israeli
software company.
Missile Firing Unit: the unit launches the Tamir interceptor missile, equipped with electro-optic sensors and
several steering fins for high manoeuvrability. The missile is built by Rafael.

The system's radar is referred to as EL/M-2084. It detects the rocket's launch and tracks its trajectory. The BMC
calculates the impact point according to the reported data and uses this information to determine whether the
target constitutes a threat to a designated area. Only when that threat is determined, is an interceptor missile fired
to destroy the incoming rocket before it reaches the predicted impact area.
Iron Dome is built to deploy in a scattered pattern, unlike most conventional defence systems. Each launcher,
containing 20 interceptors, is independently deployed and operated remotely via a secure wireless connection.
Reportedly, each iron dome battery is capable of protecting an urban area of approximately 150 square kilometres.
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Hezbollah Missile Threat10
The Hezbollah missile threat to Israel has expanded not only in quantity but also in quality. In recent years, the
group's operational artillery reach has grown. Experts and analysts generally put the Hezbollah rocket force
somewhere between 10,000 and 12,000 missiles. The heart of this arsenal remains rooted in Hezbollah's massive
stocks—perhaps 7,000 to 8,000—of 107mm and 122mm Katyusha rockets, virtually all of which were supplied
directly from existing Iranian army stocks.
In the past, these were used to attack Israeli border towns and settlements. Hezbollah wields two variations of the
107mm rocket, one man-held while the other is fired from the approximately 144 Haseb-type multi-barrel rocket
launcher mobile systems provided to Hezbollah by Iran. The 107mm has a small payload and an effective range of
just over 5 miles. Most of Hezbollah's deadlier 122mm rockets are man-portable, but the organization does field
over 70 mobile Noor, Hadid, and Awash multi-barrel rocket launcher systems which fire heavier rounds with
warheads weighing over 100 pounds capable of reaching targets up to 20 miles away.
Of far greater concern to Israel than these antiquated and relatively short-range projectiles are Hezbollah's growing
stocks of Fajr-3 and Fajr-5 rockets. Iran began large-scale delivery of the Fajr-3 in 2000 and the Fajr-5 in 2002, with
the approval of Syrian president Bashar al-Assad. Iranian cargo and passenger jets transport the weaponry from Iran
to Damascus International Airport where they can be off-loaded by Hezbollah agents and members of the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard Corps. The weapons are then trucked to the Bekaa Valley. Other reports suggest some Iranian
cargo flights land at Beirut International Airport, providing Hezbollah with a more direct supply route although this
process may have changed with the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon and the change in Lebanese government.
The Fajr-type rocket represents a significant upgrade to any threat assessment of Hezbollah. Designed by Iran with
aid from China and North Korea, both classes of weapons are fired from mobile launchers, including customized
Japanese trucks, and carry 200 pound high-explosive payloads. The Fajr-3 has a range of 25 miles while its more
powerful upgrade, the Fajr-5, has a range of 45 miles. Accordingly, the Fajr extends Hezbollah's strike range well
beyond Haifa. While the number of Fajr missiles in Hezbollah's possession is unclear, Israeli estimates suggest an
arsenal of at least several hundred. In addition, Hezbollah has an unknown number of other missiles such as Syrian
reproductions of Soviet BM-27 220mm rocket systems, which also can carry a warhead of 220 pounds to a range
between 30-45 miles.
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Shebaa Farms11
Shebaa Farms is a small strip of disputed land at the intersection of the Lebanese-Syrian border and the Israelioccupied Golan Heights. The territory is about 11 kilometres (7 mi) long and 2.5 kilometres (2 mi) wide.
The dispute over ownership of Shebaa Farms resulted in part from the failure of the French Mandate
administrations, and later the Lebanese and Syrian governments, to demarcate the border between Lebanon and
Syria. Documents from the 1920s and 1930s indicate that inhabitants paid taxes to the Lebanese government.
However, from the early 1950s until Israel's occupation of the Golan Heights, Syria was the de facto ruling power.
In 1981, the Golan Heights, which include Shebaa Farms, were annexed by Israel. The territory has been a flashpoint
for violence since Israel withdrew from Lebanon in May 2000. Hezbollah claimed that the withdrawal was not
complete because Shebaa was on Lebanese – not Syrian – territory. After studying 81 different maps, the United
Nations concluded that there is no evidence of the abandoned farmlands being Lebanese. Nevertheless, Lebanon
has continued to claim ownership of the territory.

Documents from the 1920s and 1930s indicate that some local inhabitants regarded themselves as part of Lebanon,
but after the French mandate ended in 1946 the land was administered by Syria and represented as such on maps.
Shebaa Farms were then occupied by Israel in the 1967 Six-Day War.
When Israel captured the Golan Heights in 1967, Shebaa Farms was considered Syrian territory and Lebanon was not
an active participant in the war. In 1981 Israel extended Israeli law to the region under its Golan Heights Law but the
United Nations Security Council declared this null and void in Resolution 497, which was not passed with Chapter VII
enforcement powers.
A controversy arose following the withdrawal of Israeli troops from Southern Lebanon on 24 May 2000. On 18 June
2000, the United Nations affirmed that Israel had withdrawn its forces from Lebanon, in accordance with Resolution
425. Syria and Lebanon, however, disputed Israel's withdrawal from Lebanon was complete and Hezbollah cites the
occupation of Shebaa farms as one reason for its continued attacks on Israel.
11
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