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Developments
The Biden administration is continuing to try and shape the Middle East region before President-elect Donald Trump enters office on 20th January 2025. US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken made visits to several regional countries this past week to push for a diplomatic transition in Syria, following the ousting of President Bashar al-Assad on 8th December. At the same time, the US National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan travelled to Israel, Egypt, and Qatar this past week to secure a hostage and ceasefire deal between Hamas and Israel.

Israel continued to carry out targeted strikes in Syrian territory, in an alleged attempt to prevent military assets from being used by rebel groups. The largest reported Israeli strikes targeted the coastal Tartus area on 15th December.  Israel also reportedly carried out airstrikes targeting missile launchers in Hama Province, and targets in the vicinity of Deir ez-Zor military airport, Mezzeh military airport, an Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps headquarters building, and various other buildings in the vicinity of Damascus.

The Israel Defense Force (IDF) advanced about 6 miles (10km) into southern Syria this past week. The Israeli Army Radio announced on 15th December, however, that the IDF would not advance into new areas of Syria at this stage, indicating that the plan to capture deeper lines of Syrian territory will be carried out in the future.

Israeli officials announced on 15th December that their plans to increase the number of settlers in the Occupied Golan Heights had been approved. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced that the Israeli government unanimously approved the decision to double the Israeli population in the Golan Heights. Netanyahu also announced that the government had approved the spending of more than 40 million shekels ($11 million) to support the population increase. The declaration of such plans prompted several countries to condemn Israel’s decision.

The IDF announced on 15th December its plans to set up unmanned machine gun posts in the West Bank.

IDF clearing operations continued in the northern Gaza Strip through 17th December. Amid ongoing clearing operations, Palestinian militant groups also conducted several rocket attacks from the Gaza Strip into southern Israel on 11th December; this prompted further IDF evacuation orders in areas in the Maghazi refugee camp, in the central Gaza Strip. The IDF also conducted an airstrike targeting a building in the Nuseirat refugee camp in the central Gaza Strip, killing a Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) commander on 13th December.

Security forces in the Palestinian Authority (PA) continued their operations to take control and dismantle Palestinian militant groups that operate in and out of the Jenin refugee camp in the West Bank.

In accordance with the Hezbollah-Israel ceasefire in place, the IDF continued operating in southern Lebanon. Under the ceasefire conditions that permit the IDF to operate in southern Lebanon until the end of January 2025, the IDF continued seizing military ordnance belonging to Hezbollah through 17th December.

There was an uptick in Houthi projectiles targeting Israeli territory and related assets. Drones intercepted in the vicinity of Eilat were reported by the IDF on 12th December, as well as two drone attacks targeting the Ashkelon and Tel Aviv areas. The Houthis claimed another drone attack on 13th December along with the Islamic Resistance in Iraq, that reportedly aimed to strike important Israeli targets in southern Israel. US forces carried out an airstrike on 16th December targeting Houthi command and control facilities in Yemen, in retaliation for the attacks.

Reports indicate that in an attempt to reattain transport routes through Syria, Hezbollah is seeking to develop a relationship with the HTS-led governing structure in Syria. This follows Hezbollah leader Naim Qassem’s speech on 14th December that explicitly declared the militant groups’ loss of direct ground routes linking Iran to Lebanon through Syria. Qassem also suggested that the HTS-led governing structure should also declare Israel its enemy. 
Assessment 
The two-pronged approach the US is taking in the region, prior to the inauguration of President-elect Donald Trump, indicates that there is a possibility that US priorities have shifted. There is a credible chance that the collapse of the Assad government in Syria and the political vacuum that has been left as a result poses greater importance currently for US foreign policy compared to the potential Gaza-Israel ceasefire. There is a credible chance that in line with reports indicating that a Hamas-Israel ceasefire and hostage swap deal is imminent, the US is able to shift its focus on Syria rather than the ongoing war in the Gaza Strip.

Israel is likely to persist with targeted strikes on Syrian territory until Israeli officials determine that the threat posed by Syrian rebel groups seizing military ordnance has been neutralised. However, this is not necessarily indicative of an extended and continuous military campaign and will rather depend on developments in Syria.

It is highly likely that Iran will continue to try and re-arm Hezbollah. Iran’s success in continuing to fund and rebuild Hezbollah will complicate the tenability of the ceasefire. At the same time, as has been the case in previous years, the LAF is likely to continue to struggle to suppress Hezbollah. The United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) similarly struggles to force Hezbollah to abide by ceasefire conditions, as seen by Hezbollah’s defiance of the UN Resolution 1701. UNIFIL and the LAF are likely to continue facing challenges in their attempt to contain the Iranian-backed re-arming of Hezbollah. The collapse of the Assad government, a key Iranian ally bridging the gap between Iran and Lebanon, is highly likely to have disrupted Iran’s efforts, however.

The fall of the Assad government in Syria is likely to be viewed as another significant setback for Hezbollah and other Iranian-backed militant groups. Since the civil war erupted in 2011, Hezbollah has played a crucial role in helping Bashar al-Assad remain in power, and the group has been able to exploit the government's control to facilitate the movement of weapons and militants across the Syrian-Lebanese border. Furthermore, Israel is expected to perceive the collapse of the Assad regime as an opportunity to further its strategic objectives, such as consolidating control over the contested Golan Heights. However, it is unlikely that the Syrian government's downfall will have immediate consequences for the Israel-Hezbollah ceasefire, at least in the short term.

It is highly likely that Hezbollah and Israel will continue violating ceasefire conditions. Due to ongoing ceasefire violations, it is plausible to assert that ceasefire violations, that do not escalate the hostilities, will not lead to the collapse of the ceasefire in place. Clashes between the IDF and perceived Hezbollah militants south of the Litani River remain likely in the near term until the IDF fully withdraws from its positions. The incidental risk of exposure to gunfire remains and will likely remain through the 60-day period.

While violations of the Hezbollah-Israeli ceasefire will likely continue to be carried out, it is unlikely that the ceasefire will collapse in the coming weeks. Amid threats from Israel that the collapse of a ceasefire would stop the differentiation between the Lebanese state and the Hezbollah militant group, there is heightened pressure from the Lebanese state to ensure that a ceasefire is in place for at least the intended duration of 60 days. Additionally, the announcement that the Lebanese parliament will elect a president on 6th January makes it likely that the Lebanese state, through enforcement of the LAF, will strive to ensure the ceasefire does not collapse.

It is highly likely that the Houthis and other Iranian-backed militant groups in the region will continue targeting Israeli territory and assets until a Hamas-Israel ceasefire has been signed. This is likely due to the Iranian-backed militant groups perceiving the fight against Israel to be ongoing until the war in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank are over.

The 60-day Hezbollah-Israel ceasefire is likely to push the Hamas leadership into considering signing a ceasefire that does not align with all their hardline stances. A Hamas-Israel ceasefire still remains much more complicated than a Hezbollah-Israel ceasefire. The hardline and incompatible stances of Hamas and Israel are likely to continue into the near term. However, the ceasefire in place between Hezbollah and Israel is highly likely to influence Hamas to reconsider the current conditions they are pushing for. In the event that the 60-day ceasefire is not broken by either Hezbollah or Israel, the Hamas leadership will likely push for a ceasefire in the Gaza Strip even if all their demands are not met.

A ceasefire agreement between Israel and Hamas is highly likely to be phased out rather than happen all at once. The first phase of any potential agreement will almost certainly involve the gradual exchange of Israeli hostages with Palestinian prisoners. Unlike the Hezbollah – Israel ceasefire, Israel will want to keep some IDF presence in Gaza, most likely along the Netzarim and Philadelphi corridors, and not completely withdraw, at least during the first phase.  A ceasefire in Gaza is comparatively more complicated due to the fundamental disagreement over the Strip’s next-day administration. The Lebanon ceasefire, based on UN Resolution 1701, will have five countries as guarantors; a similar condition is unlikely to be reflected in Gaza as Hamas would likely be categorically opposed to any non-Palestinian interference in the strip. 

Israeli leaders will certainly see the ceasefire deal as a win over Hezbollah. Israel continually stated that its war goals were to degrade Hezbollah infrastructure and leadership and thereby allow northern residents to return to their homes. Hezbollah’s continually eroding hardline stance following the death of the group’s longtime leader Hassan Nasrallah and the subsequent discarding of several ceasefire positions indicate to Israel that the militant group has had to make several concessions. Therefore, even if temporary, the ceasefire signifies to Israel that they hold the upper hand in negotiations.
Advice
Security managers are encouraged to evacuate from Lebanon owing to the credible risk of a war between Israel and Hezbollah. Healix assess the evacuation watch for Lebanon to be ‘Evacuation’ (Level 4) due to the Israeli ground invasion and the ongoing cross-border conflict between Hezbollah and the IDF.
 
Remain cognisant of the operational status of airports throughout the country. Keep in mind that operations at airports have the potential to cease at short notice.
 
Ensure that a loss-of-communications plan is in place prior to travel and that personnel have access to multiple means of communication.
 
Reconfirm third-party provider capabilities for transportation, security, and other logistical support, including international assistance, medical providers, and hotels/accommodation. Note these are changeable depending on the security situation at the time of request.
 
Identify triggers for escalation and de-escalation. As part of the evacuation planning process, organisations should identify internal triggers in line with the company’s risk tolerance that would signal that the situation is improving or deteriorating enough to warrant a change to their evacuation posture.
 
Abide by all IDF evacuation notices as IDF airstrikes follow promptly, normally within the space of the following 1-2 hours.

Subscribe to the relevant countries and territories on the Healix Travel Oracle app to receive the latest security developments and assessment.
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The conflict in the Middle East is evolving, and Healix is monitoring closely. As such our advice is under regular review. 

For up-to-date intelligence or for on-the-ground support, please reach out to GSOC@healix.com.
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