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Gauging The Hamas Fallout From Assassination
Hamas military leader Mahmoud al-Mabhouh was assassinated last month in Dubai. 
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Although the January assassination of Hamas military leader Mahmoud al-Mabhouh in Dubai has caused the organization’s other leaders to disappear from public view, Hamas is expected to continue to rule with an iron grip in the Gaza Strip, according to Israeli experts.

“It’s not going to have much impact on Hamas’ activities and its ability to maintain power at least in the Gaza Strip because there is no alternative group with sufficient power to threaten them,” said Avraham Sela, a professor of international relations at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and a Middle East expert.

But at the same time, its leaders are nowhere to be seen.

“Apparently the leadership of Hamas has been under some kind of panic because of the long hand of  Israel,” Sela said of the Jan. 19 assassination of Mabhouh. “In the past when they were in an Arab state, it guaranteed their safety. But recently with the assassination of a [Hezbollah leader] in Syria and this one in Dubai, the leadership of Hamas must be more cautious, more secretive and less overt in public appearances — much like [Hezbollah leader Hassan] Nasrallah, who is hiding in his bunker.”

Although Israel is widely suspected of being behind both the assassination of Mabhouh and Hezbollah leader Imad Mughniyeh in a Damascus car bombing on Feb. 13, 2008, Israel has refused all comment.

Mordechai Kedar, a professor of Arabic studies at Bar-Ilan University, pointed out that Hamas this week began blaming security forces of an unnamed Arab state for Mabhouh’s assassination. 
The Al-Quds Al-Araby daily reported Tuesday that it had been told by Mahmoud Nasser, a member of Hamas’ political bureau, that agents from Jordan and Egypt were believed to have been following Mabhouh because he was carrying information considered “dangerous” to Arab groups seeking to overthrow Islamic resistance. 

Kedar said he believes Nasser was referring to Egyptian intelligence officials because of Egypt’s intense hatred of Hamas.

“They are the nightmare of Egypt,” he said of Hamas, alluding to Hamas’ parent organization, the Muslim Brotherhood, which has mounted an opposition to Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak. “Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia all see Hamas as an agent of Iran, and it wouldn’t surprise me if all three were involved” in Mabhouhs’ assassination.

At the time of his assassination, Mabhouh was reportedly trying to arrange for a shipment of long-range Iranian missiles to Gaza. Eldad Pardo, an Iranian affairs specialist at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, said that if Israel had a hand in Mabhouh’s death, “it shows that Israel is really well informed with what is going on.

“Until Israel’s 2006 war in Lebanon and 2009 war in Gaza, Israeli deterrence was not convincing enough,” he said. “Now that situation has changed.”

What role the assassination played in the decision of Syrian President Bashar Assad to host Hezbollah’s Nasrallah, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Hamas leader Khalid Meshal in Damascus last week is unclear. Hezbollah’s Al-Manar television reported that the three met to discuss “the latest developments in the region, and Zionist threats against Lebanon and Syria.” 

The summit came at a time when the U.S. is pouring on the charm to woo Syria from Iran’s sphere of influence. President Barack Obama is sending an ambassador, Robert Ford, back to Damascus after a five-year absence, and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton just asked that Syria end arms smuggling to Hezbollah. Assad’s reply: he and Ahmadinejad signed an agreement eliminating the need for visas between their two countries.

Moshe Elad, a researcher at the Shmuel Neaman Institute at the Technion in Haifa, pointed out that this summit occurred just as Syria intensified its smuggling of weapons, guns and ammunition to Hezbollah. 

“Iran appears to be pushing Syria and Hezbollah to have some problems on their borders with Israel,” he said. “Ahmadinejad wants them to start something. It’s too quiet. ... I don’t think Nasrallah would have come [out of hiding] if it was not that important. He’s been in a shelter for three years and suddenly he comes out?”

The presence of Hamas’ Meshal at the summit is seen by some as an example of his growing ascendancy in Hamas and the split between the old and new guard in the organization. Kedar said Meshal, who is based in Damascus, represents the new guard and that one of Hamas’ Gaza leaders, Mahmoud Zahar, represents the old guard. Zahar resigned last week from the team negotiating for the release of captured Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit. 

“This is what happens in every organization that starts life as an ideology and more and more begins dealing with interests other than ideology,” Kedar said. “What you are seeing is a fragmentation of the organization.”

The newspaper Haaretz called Zahar’s departure “unprecedented and it can only be wondered just how deeply the Hamas elite is split — and how far the moderate faction in Gaza has been swept aside to leave control in the hands of Ahmadinejad.”

Kedar said Israel is watching this with great interest and has a track record of taking “advantage of cleavages and struggles inside organizations.”

Kedar said Egyptian authorities have allowed Hamas to smuggle missiles, rockets and other weapons into the Gaza Strip for use against Israel in the hope Israel “would do the dirty job of getting rid of Hamas.”

“But that scheme succeeded only partially” when Israel withdrew in January 2009 from its 22-day Gaza military offensive against Hamas, Kedar said. “Israel did not finish the war, and that was a big disappointment for Egypt. ... So Egypt now is building a wall underground to choke Hamas.”

Sela said he believes January’s assassination and the disclosure last week that a son of one of Hamas’ founders had been a longtime spy for Israel has rattled the Hamas leadership. He was referring to Mosab Hassan Yousef, 32, and his father, Sheik Hassan Yousef. The young man has written a tell-all book, “Son of Hamas,” in which he spells out how he helped Israeli authorities prevent suicide bombing attempts against Israelis and unmask terrorist cells planning to kill senior Israeli political officials, including Israeli President Shimon Peres.

In addition, Yousef told Haaretz, his tips led to the assassination of Hamas leaders and the arrest of others, including his own father, who remains behind bars. 

Asked if these developments would lead to a witch hunt in Hamas, Sela replied: “Probably yes, but the time when Israel could penetrate its ranks are now pretty much over. We have no access to the Gaza Strip and the main means of Israel collecting intelligence is through technological avenues.”
