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Israel's Civil-Military Relations -- Not So Civil

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

Given the central importance of the military to Israel's existence, I decided to devote two columns to the issue. Here I will look at the institutional relationship between the civilian (political) and military establishments. In two weeks I'll discuss social aspects regarding the relationship of the IDF (Israel Defense Forces) to the civilian sector of society.


Last year, President Obama fired Gen. Stanley McChrystal for insubordination. If an Israeli Chief of Staff were to be guilty of undermining those "above him", such a firing would be far harder to carry out -- and not only because certain political parties would probably applaud the general's comments (in a little while I'll discuss a refusal to carry out orders), but rather because it is not completely clear who precisely is "above him". In the U.S. the line of authority is clear: the President is the Commander-in-Chief, the Secretary of Defense is the President's right-hand man, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff answers directly to the President or the Secretary executing presidential orders. In Israel? As the saying goes: it's a bit of a balagan.


The IDF's Chief of Staff (Ramatkal in Hebrew) basically is answerable to no less than four "bosses"! First, the Minister of Defense who is his titular superior. However, according to Israeli law, the Defense Minister cannot make policy by himself -- for that the full government (comprised of all the ministers) sets up what is called the "Cabinet", a sort of restricted "National Security Council" of eight ministers, all of whom have experience in defense matters. And who is the chairman of this restricted "Cabinet"? The Prime Minister. 


To make matters worse, by custom the Defense Minister and Prime Minister together decide on who will be the next Ramatkal. This usually goes somewhat smoothly, but on occasion -- as occurred last year -- Netanyahu and Barak had a difference of opinion. (That was resolved when the leading candidate Galant had to drop out because of unethical behavior in his "private" life. The newly appointed head of the army -- Benny Gantz -- is a very straight arrow.)


All this might seem to be academic, but in the "hyperactive" Middle East it is an all too real a problem. To take the most extreme example: if Israel attacks Iran's nuclear weapons sites and in retaliation Iran's proxies Hizbollah (Lebanon) and Hamas (Gaza) shoot thousands of missiles into the heart of Israel, what is to be done? Wait for the Israeli government to convene? (This government has 30 ministers and deputy ministers!) Or perhaps just the national security "Cabinet"? Let the Defense Minister decide to attack Lebanon and Gaza? Enable the Prime Minister to decide by himself to attack Iran? Have the duo make a decision by themselves? Not to mention (God forbid) being attacked by Iran with nuclear weapons and having to decide really fast (before the next wave of missiles descends) whether to unleash a devastating nuclear strike on Tehran and Qom?


Even if the scenario is not as dramatic, other problems can arise. What happens when the Defense Minister gives the Ramatkal a directive in contradistinction to declared government policy? Or the latter gets contradictory orders from the PM and DM? Again, in Israel the DM is almost always someone who does not belong to the PM's party, so that differences of opinion and even overall strategy can easily differ on important points. 


This whole situation is not only a function of the typical Israeli disorder -- it also stems from the Israeli parliamentary system where the PM is "merely" first among equals. It also is a function of Israel's multiparty system that inevitably finds at least four parties in the government, leading to the dominant party having to "apportion" the main ministries (Defense and Finance) to coalition partners. No top-of-the-pyramid "President" here; it's more like a multi-headed Hydra monster. 


Amazingly, thus far there have been no major military disasters as a result of the lack of clarity regarding whose in charge. It is also not clear how the situation can be improved without a drastic change in the entire system of governance. In any case, somehow it has "worked" until now -- another miracle in the Holy Land.
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