Escalation in the Gaza Strip – Operation Guardian
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Overview
During the 24 hours between May 12 and 13, 2021, the last day of the Muslim religious month
of Ramadan, Hamas continued attacking Israel with massive barrages of rocket fire,
although fewer that previously. As of 05:00 on the morning of May 13, 2021, 1,100 rockets had
been fired, most of them with a range of about 40 kilometers (about 25 miles). Rocket fire gas
caused six Israeli deaths, an IDF soldier was killed by an anti-tank missiles, and scores of
people have been injured. Ben-Gurion International Airport cancelled landings.
The IDF increased its response to the rocket fire from Gaza. During the 24 hours between
May 12 and 13 massive counterattacks were carried out, including attacks on Hamas
government institutions and bank branches. The IDF also hit four anti-tank missile-firing
squads.
So far, all efforts to reach a ceasefire have failed. This time Israel is determined to
reestablish its deterrence by carrying out massive counterattacks in response to the rocket
fire. Hamas seems surprised by Israel's response and its refusal to reach an arrangement.
The international community condemns Hamas but criticizes Israel, especially its actions in
Jerusalem. Fatou Bensouda, the International Criminal Court (ICC) chief prosecutor, said she
was deeply concerned by the escalation of the violence in Judea, Samaria, the Gaza Strip and
east Jerusalem, adding that she was following developments and would investigate
everything that came under ICC's jurisdiction (ICC Twitter account, May 12, 2021).

Rocket Fire
During the 24 hours between noon, May 12, 2021, and noon, May 13, 2021, Hamas continued
attacking Israel with massive barrages of rocket fire. As of 05:00 on the morning of May 13,
2021, 1,100 rockets had been fired into Israeli territory, and about 200 additional rockets
had fallen inside the Gaza Strip. About 90% of the rockets were intercepted by the Iron Dome
aerial defense system. Six Israeli civilians have been killed so far, and an IDF soldier was
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killed when his vehicle was hit by an anti-tank missile near the Gaza Strip. Scores of Israeli
civilians have been injured.
On May 12, 2021, hundreds of rockets and mortar shells were fired from the Gaza Strip. Most
of them had ranges of up to about 40 kilometers (about 25 miles). They targeted the Israeli
communities near the Gaza Strip border the southern Israeli cities of Ashqelon, Ashdod,1
Netivot, Sderot and Beersheba. After midnight on May 13, 2021, Hamas fired a barrage of
rockets at cities in the center of the country, including Rishon LeTzion, Tel Aviv and Petah
Tikva. Responsibility for most of the rocket fire was claimed by the military-terrorist wings of
Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ).
After firing two barrages of rockets at Tel Aviv and the surrounding area Hamas' militaryterrorist wing said in a statement that the rockets had been fired in response to Israel's attacks
on "civilian structures." The PIJ issued a similar statement (Shabakat Quds, Dunia al-Watan,
May 12, 2021).
Saleh al-'Arouri, deputy head of Hamas' political bureau, boasted that so far they had been
firing old rockets they wanted to get rid of and they had new rockets that had not yet been
used (al-Aqsa, May 12, 2021). "Senior Hamas sources" also reported that the organization's
military-terrorist wing, along with the wings of the other organizations, were planning a naval,
land and aerial military operation against Israel (al-Araby al-Jadeed, May 12, 2021).
Some of the more prominent events were the following:
In the evening a child was killed in Sderot when a rocket penetrated the fortified
room in his home.
Several rockets hit residential buildings in Ashqelon. No casualties were reported.
The buildings were damaged.
Three apartment houses in Petah Tikva were hit by rockets, superficially injuring five
civilians. Fragments of a rocket intercepted by the Iron Dome aerial defense system fell
and damaged a building in Rishon LeTzion.

Spokesmen for the Palestinian terrorist organizations reported that a barrage of 50 rockets was fired 1
at Ashdod in retaliation for the killing of Bassam Issa, a senior Hamas military-terrorist wing
commander.
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Apartment house in the central Israeli city of Petah Tikva hit by a rocket fired from the Gaza
Strip (QudsN Facebook page, May 13, 2021).

Right: Hamas rocket hits an apartment house, killing a five year-old boy (Magen David Adom
Facebook page, May 12, 2021). Left: Results of the direct hit of rocket fired from the Gaza Strip at
Ashqelon (Palinfo Twitter account, May 12, 2021).

The rocket fire was renewed on May 13, 2021, most of it targeting the Israeli communities
near the Gaza Strip border. The rocket fire also caused the partial closing of Israel's airspace,
with landings cancelled but takeoffs continuing. A number of foreign airlines cancelled their
flights to Israel. In the afternoon another barrage of rockets targeted Tel Aviv and the
surrounding area.

Israel's Response
Between May 12 and 13 the IDF intensified its activities and began attacking public
institutions and Hamas administration buildings. By the morning of May 13, 2021, the IDF had
attacked more than 600 terrorist targets in the Gaza Strip (IDF spokesman, May 13, 2021). They
included:
Facilities belonging to Hamas' military-terrorist wing infrastructure, among
them, a terrorist tunnel situated under a school in civilian area, and Hamas posts, bases
and rocket launching positions.
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Attack on a Hamas terrorist tunnel hidden under a school inside a civilian area in Gaza City
(IDF spokesman's Twitter account, May 13, 2021).

Houses of senior commanders, including the house of Iyad Tayib, commander of the
Camp Brigade in the central Gaza Strip.
High-rise buildings including the Al-Shurouq Building. According to the IDF
spokesman, it was a 14-story building which housed Hamas military intelligence offices
and communications equipment for transmitting tactical military information to and
from the terrorist organizations in the Gaza Strip (IDF spokesman, May 12, 2021); a highrise building in Beit Lahia in the northern Gaza Strip (Shabakat Quds, May 12, 2021);
and the Al-Johara Building (Filastin al-Yawm, May 12, 2021). The IDF also attacked the
neighborhood of al-Maqusi (Shabakat Quds, May 12, 2021).

The Al-Shurouq Building in Gaza City before (Twitter account of journalist Hassan Aslih, May 13,
2021) and after the IDF attack (Twitter account of photojournalist Ashraf Abu Amra, May 1

Terrorist operatives, including senior figures in Hamas' military-terrorist wing and
naval force. According to reports, the IDF attacks killed many Hamas military-terrorist
commanders, including Bassam Issa, commander for the Gaza Brigade. Also attacked
were rocket- and anti-tank missile-firing squads, and so far four anti-tank missile-
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firing squads have been eliminated, one while its operatives were planning to fire a
missile into Israeli territory.
Hamas administration buildings, according to the Palestinian media (Paldf, May 12,
2021), including Hamas' Islamic National Bank in Khan Yunis, and the headquarters
of Hamas' ministry of the treasury, the headquarters of internal security in Gaza
City and Khan Yunis (Dunia al-Watan, Shehab and Palinfo, May 12, 2021), and the
headquarters of the national security forces (Dunia al-Watan, May 12, 2021).

Right: Hamas' Islamic National Bank in Khan Yunis after an Israeli Air Force attack. Left: Attack
on Hamas' internal security headquarters in Gaza City
(Twitter account of journalist Hassan Aslih, May 13, 2021).

Israeli Air Force attack (Twitter account of photojournalist Ashraf Abu Amra, May 13, 2021).

Palestinian casualties
At noon on May 13, 2021, the ministry of health in Gaza issued an infographic of Palestinian
casualties, according to which that 83 people had allegedly been killed (59 men, seven women
and 17 children) and 487 wounded, and most of them in Gaza City and the northern Gaza Strip
(ministry of health in Gaza Facebook page, May 13, 2021).
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Infographic of casualties in the Gaza Strip
(ministry of health in Gaza Facebook page, May 13, 2021).

Hamas' military-terrorist wing announced the deaths of a number of senior operatives,
among them Bassam Issa, the commander of the Gaza City Brigade. Isma'il Haniyeh, head
of Hamas' political bureau, who delivered his eulogy, called him a "daring fighter" who had
been killed during Ramadan "in the battle to defend Jerusalem." He said the conflict
continued and the Palestinians were deployed and ready for every contingency. The PIJ's
military-terrorist wing called Issa's death proof the "resistance's" commanders were at the
forefront, directing the battle from the field (Shehab, May 12, 2021).

Foreign aid for the Gaza Strip
Egypt said it would send humanitarian assistance to the Gaza Strip through the Rafah
Crossing and would open the Crossing for the passage of the wounded from the Gaza Strip to
Egypt (Dunia al-Watan, May 12, 2021)

Hamas and PIJ Responses
Saleh al-'Arouri, deputy chairman of Hamas' political bureau, said in an interview that the
deaths of senior figures did not weaken the "resistance" [i.e., the terrorist organizations]. He
said Hamas had done everything for the sake of Jerusalem and had sent Israel the message
that Jerusalem was its top priority. He added that all the "resistance's" preparations had been
for the sake of Jerusalem and the current round of fighting was directly related to the defense
of al-Aqsa mosque, and the residents of Jerusalem would never forget that the "resistance"
had come to their aid. He also said that Muhammad Deif had waited years to fight in defense
of Jerusalem and they were prepared to pay the price. He called on the Palestinians in Judea
and Samaria to join the fight and that anyone who attacked settlers, soldiers or IDF patrols
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was equal in stature to the operatives in Hamas' military wing who fired rockets at Israel (alAqsa, May 12, 2021).

The Palestinian Authority (PA)
The Palestinian leadership held an emergency meeting where Mahmoud Abbas said
Jerusalem was a red line for the Palestinians. He said he saluted the young Palestinians
fighting for Jerusalem, claiming Israel's [alleged] "aggression" had gone too far, and violated
international conventions. The Palestinians, he claimed, were "resisting" with "popular
resistance" [i.e., popular terrorism] at the Damascus Gate, al-Aqsa mosque and the Sheikh
Jarrah neighborhood in east Jerusalem. He condemned Israel's [alleged] "aggression"
against the Gaza Strip, claiming the Palestinian people were exercising their right to self
defense. He informed the United States and Israel that "enough was enough" and that peace
and security would not be achieved by the force of arms (Palestinian TV, May 12, 2021). PA
Prime Minister Muhammad Shtayyeh said the Palestinian government was doing everything
in its power to defend the Palestinian people and put a stop to Israel's "aggression" against
them.

Mahmoud Abbas opens an ad hoc session of the Palestinian leadership in Ramallah
(Wafa, May 12, 2021).

Mahmoud Abbas spoke with Jordanian King Abdallah, and they agreed to continue
coordinating to put a stop to the "aggression" against the Palestinian people. He held similar
phone calls to discuss recent developments with Iraqi President Barham Salih, Qatar's Emir
Tamim ibn Hamad, and Josep Borrell, the EU Minister for Foreign Affairs (Wafa, May 12,
2021). He also spoke with United States Secretary of State Antony Blinken (Dunia al-Watan,
May 12, 2021).
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The Temple Mount
On the morning of May 13, 2021 the Eid al-Fitr prayer was held on the Temple Mount,
attended by about 100 thousand Palestinians. According to reports, the prayer also
commemorated the Palestinians killed in the Gaza Strip. After the prayer Palestinians on the
Temple Mount shouted encouragement for the Izz al-Din Qassam Brigades, Hamas' militaryterrorist wing (QudsN website, May 13, 2021).

Eid al-Fitr prayer on the Temple Mount (QudsN website, May 13, 2021).

Riots and solidarity demonstrations in Judea and Samaria

Hamas holds a demonstration and riot in Dura in solidarity with the Gaza Strip
(Palinfo Twitter account, May 12, 2021).
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Palestinians riot against Israeli security forces at the northern entrance to Ramallah on May 12,
2021 (Wafa, May 13, 2021)

Attempts to Mediate a Ceasefire
A Palestinian source reported that Egypt, Qatar and the UN were holding consultations to
mediate a ceasefire (al-Akhbar, May 12, 2021). So far no progress has been made. Hamas
spokesman Fawzi Barhoum said contacts were being made for a lull. According to reports,
Hamas has conditions (Dunia al-Watan, May 12, 2021). Mahmoud Mardawi, a member of
Hamas' national relations committee, said they had told all the negotiators that Israel had to
stop its "aggression" against the Gaza Strip before they would discuss a ceasefire (al-Araby alJadeed, May 12, 2021).
"Egyptian sources" reported that an Egyptian delegation headed by Abd al-Khalq, who
holds the Palestinian portfolio in Egyptian General Intelligence, would visit both the Gaza
Strip and Israel in an effort to seek a speedy ceasefire. According to the sources, Egypt was
collaborating with various international agencies (al-Araby al-Jadeed, May 12, 2021).
The United States intensified its efforts to reach a ceasefire. Secretary of State Antony
Blinken told Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu the United States was worried about harm
coming to innocent non-combatants. However, he supported Israel's right to defend itself.
The United States said it would send Hady Amr, deputy assistant secretary for Israeli and
Palestinian affairs in the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, to the region to help stop the violence
(Reuters, May 12, 2021).
Musa Abu Marzouq, deputy "external" Hamas leader, said he had received a communiqué
from the Europeans saying the Palestinians had to stop firing short-range rockets, otherwise
regional and European countries would not help rebuild the Gaza Strip. He said his answer to
the Europeans was that Hamas was not firing short-range rockets, but rather long-range
rockets. He also claimed that if Israel stopped its "aggression" they would stop "struggling
against it" (al-Aqsa, May 12, 2021).
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Saleh al-'Arouri, deputy head of Hamas' political bureau, said Hamas had received appeals
to calm the situation from Egypt, Qatar and the UN. He said the talks were continuing and that
Hamas had posed conditions for a ceasefire, including the defense of al-Aqsa mosque,
religious freedom and not evicting the residents of Sheikh Jarrah. He claimed Hamas was
prepared to stop the rocket fire if its conditions were met (al-Aqsa, May 12, 2021).

International activity
The UN Security Council met for the second time since the escalation began to discuss the
events without issuing a statement. According to reports the United States prevented the
Council from issuing a joint statement calling for an end to the violence and respect for
international law (Reuters, May 12, 2021).
Fatou Bensouda, chief prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC), expressed
concern over the escalation in Judea, Samaria, east Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip, and over
possible war crimes included in the Rome Statue which come under the ICC's jurisdiction. She
said investigators from her office would examine all the relevant facts and evidence, monitor
events and investigate every event that came under ICC jurisdiction (ICC Twitter account, May
12, 2021).
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