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Long before  Thursday's  discovery of  'hot'  tunnel  from Gaza  into  Israel,  IDF Southern
Command has been preoccupied with subterranean threat from Strip. 

The  entrance  to  a  tunnel  discovered  by  the  IDF  near  Gaza.  October  13,  2013.  Photo  by  Eliyahu
Hershkovitz 

Even after Thursday’s discovery of the tunnel from Gaza to near Kibbutz Sufa, the Israel
Defense Forces estimate that there are a number of  additional  tunnels  that cross the
border fence and are designed for carrying out attacks inside Israeli territory.

In  less  than  two  years,  five  border-crossing  tunnels  have  been  discovered  in  Israeli
territory. A tour of some of the tunnels during the past year reveals that the digging is
quite elaborate: The tunnels are connected to electricity and sometimes to a phone line
too, and usually include a number of branches inside Israeli territory.

In some of the tunnels discovered, it turned out that their diggers planned to blow up part
of them with barrels of explosives. The tunnels themselves are dug to various depths, up
to 20 meters underground. The excavation can sometimes take years. Israeli intelligence
believes the tunnels designed for attacks inside Israel are dug by special Hamas crews
with expertise in this kind of job.

“The principle guiding Hamas is to move the fighting to our territory — whether by means
of terror attacks or by subterranean means,” explained a senior IDF Southern Command
officer. The threat of the tunnels so preoccupies senior army officers that the infiltration of
the divers near Kibbutz Zikim, who traversed a distance of about two kilometers beneath
the water, was dubbed a “marine tunnel.”

The  IDF  has  tried  almost  every  possible  technological  solution  in  its  attempt  to  find
tunnels. They have used geologists, experts in the search for oil and gas, and U.S. Army
personnel, but so far no guaranteed solution has been found.

During the current Operation Protective Edge, the Israel Air Force bombed over 200 areas
in the Gaza Strip that the defense establishment believes are tunnel entrances. This was
how the IDF tried to locate the route of the tunnel discovered near Kerem Shalom a few
days prior to the operation. Thirty bombs were dropped at a distance of about 350 meters
from Kerem Shalom, creating columns of smoke that could be seen in the southern Gaza
Strip for hours. But even this didn’t help locate the tunnel’s entire route.



The  conclusion?  “It’s  impossible  to  deal  with  the  subterranean  (tunnels)  with  aerial
attacks,” said the senior Southern Command officer, “only by entering the area.” Southern
Command presented a plan for a limited ground operation to the cabinet, which has yet to
decide on it.

Officers in the area believe that there is a double-digit number of tunnels in the Strip,
some of which cross the border and were dug beneath Israeli territory. Israelis living near
the Gaza border have been reporting that they sometimes hear the sound of drilling at
night. One kibbutz resident said they sometimes patrol the kibbutz “and are afraid that
someone will suddenly emerge from some opening in the ground.”

Haim Yellin, the head of the Eskhol Regional Council, where all of the most recent tunnels
were discovered, said that because Thursday’s tunnel was found a few kilometers from the
border,  inside  Israeli  territory,  doesn’t  mean  the  others  aren’t  dug  closer  to  the
communities.

“The cabinet has to make a decision not to rely on any cease-fire, but to go inside, dig a
trench,  and get  to  a  situation where  there  are  no more tunnels.  That’s  our  strategic
threat,” he said after the discovery of the tunnel near Kibbutz Sufa.

“We know how to deal with the missiles, there are sirens and there is protection, but not
with 40 terrorists who come out of the ground and could kidnap 10 soldiers and then
attack the kibbutz. That’s a strategic threat.”
  
        


