
The Israeli Response: Operation Defensive 
Shield and Jenin 

Now, in addition to killing suspected terrorist leaders, another method Israel has used to fight 
terrorism is to occupy territory. And we saw this especially during the Second Intifada. During 
the 1990s, as part of the peace negotiations, Israel withdrew from large parts of territory in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip. And this was effectively controlled by Palestinian authorities. And as 
the Second Intifada breaks out, Israel was initially reluctant to go back and retake this territory, 
because it would mean, effectively saying negotiations were at end.  
 
Israel's view towards retaking territory changes in 2002. Now, earlier in that year, you have the 
bombing at the Park Hotel in the city of Netanya where 30 people die. And this is the bloodiest 
single attack of the Second Intifada. The attack also occurs at a Passover Seder. Many of the 
victims are elderly, and a number are Holocaust survivors.  
 
The bomber himself was someone that Israel had asked the Palestinians to arrest, and the 
Palestinians did not. So this is pushing every button on the Israeli side. It's convincing Israelis 
that the Palestinians are not serious about renewing peace talks and are committed to violence. 
So Israel decides that the appropriate response is to end the haven that some of these groups 
are enjoying in Palestinian-controlled parts of the West Bank and to retake the territory.  
 
There is a massive Israeli military operation called Defensive Shield where Israeli forces go in 
and retake the major cities in the West Bank. And for the most part, this proceeds very, very 
smoothly. But there's one exception. And this is the refugee camp of Jenin.  
 
Now using the word "refugee camp" is perhaps a bit misleading. We think of refugee camps as 
temporary places with tents up, but Jenin was a mini city. Palestinians had been there for 
decades. But it was an unplanned city. You have lots of haphazard construction. You have 
windy, twisty alleyways. And so you have a very difficult environment for military operations in 
general.  
 
To make that worse, the Palestinians are waiting for the Israelis. You have a number of militant 
groups that have a very strong presence in Jenin, and they want to make this the place where 
Israelis come to die. So they plant literally thousands of improvised explosive devices all around 
Jenin. So they're on every doorway, they're hanging from trees, and they're on the ground 
everywhere. And when Israeli forces come in, some troops are ambushed and die. And so from 
an Israeli point of view, it's very bloody.  
 
Now, to fight the Palestinians in Jenin, Israel uses several very innovative tactics. One thing 
they do to avoid the explosives everywhere is instead of going through doorways, they go 
through walls. So they blow holes in buildings, so they could move from place to place without 



triggering bombs. Another thing they do is to avoid Palestinian snipers, they take young, 
Palestinian males who have remained in the Jenin area, and they often put them in front of a 
unit as they go forward. So they're saying to the Palestinian militant groups, if you want to shoot 
us, you're going to be shooting at your own people.  
 
Now, if an American soldier did this in a war zone, he would be court marshalled. It's clearly 
against U.S. rules of war. And later on, Israel bans the practice.  
 
The third thing Israel does is it introduces a new weapon for this kind of warfare, which is an 
armored bulldozer. These are massive machines, and they're basically impervious to small arms 
fire. So as they go through the refugee camp and they come to Palestinians shooting at them, 
they basically say, you can surrender, or you can be crushed beneath the rubble.  
 
One thing the bulldozers do is they tear off the fronts of buildings. They're too big for the narrow 
alleyways in Jenin. So I want you to think about the images in Jenin, which is, you have 
buildings with their fronts ripped off, you have huge holes in the walls, and you have 
Palestinians talking about being used as human shields.  
 
Now every single one of these tactics was tremendously effective. Israel saved the lives of a lot 
of its own soldiers, and at the same time, the number of civilian casualties was actually quite 
limited compared to massive battles, say, that the United States fought in Iraq in places like 
Fallujah. But the propaganda value of this is tremendous. It's very easy for the Palestinians to 
say that there were massacres going on, because the images look like massacre images. The 
destruction, the devastation, is everywhere. 
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