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A series of incidents in the last weeks of April have increased tensions between Israel and Iran 
in the region and also illustrate that Iran and its proxies are reticent to provoke Israel. A Syrian 
air defense missile flew deep into Israel on Thursday, April 22. It set off alarms in a beduin 
community near Israel’s sensitive Dimona nuclear facility. 
  
For some commentators the proximity to Dimona was a reminder that on April 12 Iran had 
accused Israel of “nuclear sabotage” of its Natanz nuclear facility. Iran had claimed it was 
enriching uranium at the facility with advanced centrifuges. Then a power outage allegedly 
damaged the centrifuges. Iran has claimed that this is not that case and threatened to increase 
enrichment to sixty percent. 
  
However the story of the Syrian air defense missile, alleged to be an S-200, reveals both the 
tensions in the region and attempts to calm them. Israel retaliated after the S-200 flew into 
Israeli airspace. The air defense battery that fired the missile was struck by Israeli warplanes, 
Israel said. It’s not the first time Syrian air defense fired its antiquated S-200s wildly. It once 
shot down a Russian military plane in 2019, and fired an S-200 that hit Cyprus by mistake. It also 
once fired one in 2017 that flew over the Jordan valley. Israel shot that one down with its Arrow 
air defense system. 
  
For Israeli media one of the questions about the S-200 incident in April 2021 was why Israel’s 
sophisticated air defense did not shoot it down. Reports say that a Patriot missile interceptor 
was launched. Israel has a multi-layered air defense system that consists of the Iron Dome, 
David’s Sling and Arrow, and Israel is working on Arrow-4 alongside the US. The US supports 
Israel’s pioneering air defense efforts. Israel has created this multi-layered network since the 
Gulf War in 1991 when Israel was exposed to Scud missiles. The war with Hezbollah in 2009 
accelerated planning and Israel created the Iron Dome. It was operational in 2011 and has shot 
down 2,400 rockets, missiles and drones. Increasing threats means Israel has increased the 
capabilities of these systems. Soon there will also be a laser capability. 
  
The S-200 incident illustrates that even a mistake can lead to a round of conflict. However the 
overall message from Israel and also from Damascus has been that this incident is over.  A 
missile was fired, there was retaliation. End of story. In fact this is not the end of the story 
regionally. Israel continues to oppose Iranian entrenchment in Syria and reports indicate Israel 
has increased its efforts in this regard. What does that mean? It means it continues its shadow 
war to keep Iran from moving more dangerous weapons and technology to Syria and then to 
Hezbollah. More than 1,000 airstrikes have struck Iranian targets in Syria in recent years. And 
those are just the strikes Israel has admitted to. Iraqi-based pro-Iranian groups have also 
accused Israel of airstrikes in 2019. In addition Hezbollah has complained that its fighters have 
been killed in Syria last year. 
  

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/sirens-warns-possible-rocket-attack-near-israels-dimona-reactor-2021-04-21/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-intensifying-air-war-syria-against-iranian-encroachment-2021-04-22/


The current situation is remarkably complex. Israel’s Chief of Staff Aviv Kochavi cancelled a trip 
to the US planned for April 25 due to increased tensions with Hamas in Gaza. More than thirty 
rockets have been fired by Hamas ostensibly due to tensions in Jerusalem during Ramadan. At 
the same time Hamas wants there to be Palestinian elections in which it could edge out an 
increasingly divided and aging Fatah leadership in Ramallah. That is not in the interests of 
stability. Hamas has kept a lockdown on dissent in Gaza for years since it took over the area inn 
2006 in the wake of Israel’s withdrawal. 
  
At the same time Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has had trouble forming a new 
coalition, leading to questions about whether there will be more elections in Israel. 
  
As if this is not enough, the wider picture in the region also illustrates that Iran is continuing to 
pressure the US in Iraq. Pro-Iranian groups such as Asaib Ahl al-Haq have suggested an 
“Afghan” style of “resistance” to the US. Meanwhile rockets have been fired and a drone used 
against US facilities from Baghdad to Balad and Erbil. Iran uses this harassment campaign 
alongside its attempt to bring the US back to the Iran deal in Vienna talks. Weakening Iran’s 
position would appear to be leaked recordings of Javad Zarif indicating he was displeased with 
the role of the IRGC and the late Qasem Soleimani. In the tapes he slams Soleimani for working 
directly with Russia and bypassing the foreign ministry. This would indicate that Zarif’s hand in 
Vienna may be weaker than usual. He doesn’t seem entirely displeased, he was in Doha on April 
25 for talks with Qatar. 
  
Meanwhile in Iran the army has been showcasing masses of new drones that it claims can reach 
some 400km and carry a 15kg warhead. This is Iran’s other message: It has the drone capacity 
to spread more attacks from Yemen to potentially threatening Israel or US forces in Iraq and 
Syria. So far Iran has used language more than action because it appears to be concerned about 
potential Israeli retaliation. The S-200 incident is an example of how seriously Israel takes these 
kinds of threats, even if they are threats that emerge from a mistake.   
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