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The IDF has struck and severely damaged the Hamas’ so-called “Metro” 

underground city in one of its most powerful strikes in the Gaza Strip in 

operation "Guardian of the Walls".  

The “Metro” had been built in the years after operation "Protective Edge" 

in 2014. It was a network of dozens of kilometers of tunnels that provided 

the Hamas safety from Israeli aerial incursions. 1       

According to the Israeli military, 160 aircraft struck more than 150 

underground targets in the northern Gaza Strip, centered on Beit Lahiya, 

with the goal of severely damaging the “Metro.”2  

The Israel Air Force’s massive bombardment destroyed underground 

infrastructure and tunnels and killed what the IDF believes to be dozens 

of Hamas terrorists. The bombing was the largest Israeli strike since the 

outbreak of fighting.      

                                                                                                                                  

In a statement on May 13, 2021, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 

noted: “I said we would strike Hamas and other terror groups with 

significant blows, and we are doing so. In the last day we have attacked 

underground targets. Hamas thought it could hide there, but it cannot 

hide there. Senior Hamas officials think they can escape our grasp. They 

cannot escape.”.3 



2 
 

 

RIEAS @ May 19, 2021  

In overnight airstrikes (17 – 18 May), the Israel Defense Forces destroyed 

some 15 kilometers of Hamas underground tunnels in Khan Younis. The 

attack was conducted with some 60 planes, dropping over 100 bombs on 

some 65 targets over the course of roughly 30 minutes. This was the 

fourth in a series of attacks on Hamas’s sprawling network of defensive 

bunkers and passages within the Gaza Strip. 4 

Background 

Hamas has set up a tunnel unit serving several hundred carefully selected 

members of the military wing. Hamas has developed a model of a large-

scale underground system (the "Metro") integrated with defense systems 

in built-up areas with dense population, assuming that the IDF will be 

limited in its activity in such an area, and this will give an advantage to 

Hamas. 

Alongside the construction of underground rocket launch sites, a system 

of bunkers was built in the Gaza Strip, used for hiding, storing weapons 

and command and control rooms, as well as communication tunnels 

between them and positions and outposts. Hamas planned to use the 

tunnel system to attack Israeli soldiers in a future ground battle inside 

Gaza Strip.5  

A tunnel can take a year or more to complete and require significant 

financial resources, engineering knowledge, manpower and supplies (a 

single tunnel can require up to 500 tons of concrete). 

In recent years, Hamas has invested a significant portion of the aid money 

donated to the well-being of Gaza residents in financing the excavation 

operations. 

The smuggling tunnels 

The Hamas tunnel industry used to be a well-known for smuggling 

weapons, goods, funds and even terrorists into the Gaza Strip, mostly 

from the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt. But the smuggling tunnels have been 

largely closed by Egypt.  
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The offensive tunnels 

The use of offensive tunnels in the Gaza Strip began during the "Al-Aqsa 

Intifada" (starting at the end of September 2000 continued even after the 

implementation of the "Disengagement Plan" and the withdrawal of the 

IDF from the Gaza Strip (September 2005), and expanded greatly after 

Hamas took control of the Gaza Strip (June 2007). Hamas has built an 

extensive network of tunnels that run from the Gaza Strip to Israeli 

territory. Attack tunnels are dug starting at a site hidden within the Gaza 

Strip, most often private homes, greenhouses or public buildings. They 

then make their way underground for up to two kilometers until they 

reach their destination deep inside Israeli territory. 

Explosive Tunnels - these tunnels are dug under outposts or other targets. 

The terrorist organization fills the tunnel under the target with explosives 

and blows them up in order to cause maximum damage to life and 

property. 

Attack Tunnels - these tunnels are used to introduce terrorists to an 

Israeli destination, allowing terrorists to reach in secret while bypassing 

the ground barrier and carrying out a killing or kidnapping attack. In case 

of kidnapping attack the tunnel allows terrorists to retreat to the Gaza 

Strip with the abductee (such as the abduction of Gilad Shalit in 2006). 

The attack tunnels are lined with concrete slabs equipped with means of 

communication and electricity, and wide enough to transfer fighters and 

weapons to the area of Israel and after carrying out an abduction 

operation, the abductee's rapid transfer to the Gaza Strip.  

In the years leading up to operation " Protective Edge", the IDF was able 

to locate and damage a number of tunnels.  In 2014, the tunnel network 

of Hamas was described as a threat that necessitated a ground incursion 

in order to destroy it, with dozens of troops killed during the operation, 

including two soldiers whose bodies are still being held by Hamas. 

In operation " Protective Edge", Hamas released videos of masked 

militants, carrying automatic weapons and grenade launchers, crawling 

from a hole in the ground, and Israeli officials said troops had been  
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ambushed by fighters who emerged from the ground. During the 

operation Protective Edge (2014), 32 tunnels that penetrated the territory 

of the State of Israel were exposed and destroyed.  

The Israeli counter- measures 

Over the past few years, both the Southern Command and the 162nd 

Division have worked to understand and analyze the characteristics of a 

future Gaza confrontation based on the experience of its units in 

Operation Cast Lead in 2009, Operation Protective Edge in 2014, and 

intelligence that was collected in Gaza Strip. The Engineering Corps’ elite 

Yahalom Unit and others are said to have learned from IDF experiences 

and are believed to master all the necessary skills to control the 

underground sphere.6 

The Israel Defense Forces has completed in March 2021 the sophisticated 

new underground barrier on the Gaza border which is used to detect and 

prevent tunnel-digging by terror groups into Israeli territory. The barrier 

is essentially a thick concrete wall going dozens of meters underground 

and lined with sensors meant to pick up any digging activity.7 

In October 2020, the barrier thwarted its first tunnel according to the 

military. It had penetrated dozens of meters into Israeli territory but 

remained on the Gazan side of the underground barrier around the Strip.8  

The new obstacle has neutralized Hamas offensive tunnels and during 

operation "Guardian of the Walls" prevented terror attacks in the 

territory of Israel.9 

Israel has developed and used in operation "Guardian of the Walls», 

several weapons capable of striking underground.  

The operation in north Gaza strip 

The operation was the result of accurate intelligence and careful 

planning. The assault was prefaced by a deception in which the IDF 

indicated to the foreign press that Israeli ground forces had entered the 

Gaza Strip, in order to trick the terror group sending its operatives into  
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the tunnels - “the metro” - ready to emerge and attack the Israeli troops. 

The tunnels collapsed on those inside when the IAF bombed them. 

Some 160 aircraft flying simultaneously conducted the massive attack on 

the network of tunnels, dug by the Hamas under the northern Gaza Strip. 

The air campaign, which lasted nearly 40 minutes, some 450 missiles were 

dropped on 150 targets in northern Gaza. In all, 80 tons of explosives were 

used. 

In addition to the aerial assault, Israeli tanks, artillery cannons and 

infantrymen on the Gaza border conducted accompanying barrages at 

Hamas operatives. In total, some 500 artillery shells along with 50 tank 

shells were fired during this subsequent bombardment. 

The operation in Khan Yunis 

On May 18, 2021, IDF fighter jets struck and destroyed some 15 

kilometers of Hamas underground tunnels in the area of Khan Younis of 

the southern Gaza Strip. The attack was conducted with some 60 planes, 

dropping over 100 bombs on some 65 targets over the course of roughly 

30 minutes. This was the fourth in a series of attacks on Hamas’ sprawling 

network of defensive bunkers and passages within the Gaza Strip. 10 

The tunnels contained military equipment and was located adjacent to a 

kindergarten, a mosque and a hospital. This proves once again how the 

Hamas terror organization deliberately places its military assets in the 

heart of densely populated civilian areas. The IDF provided advance 

warning to civilians in the area in order to allow them sufficient time to 

evacuate the site. 11 

Summary 

The underground infrastructure of Hamas (the" Metro"), was a “strategic 

asset” and a corner stone of Hamas' military concept. The strike dealt a 

heavy blow to Hamas' underground tunnels, destroying many kilometers 

of tunneling infrastructure and Hamas itself may not yet know how many 

of its operatives were killed.  
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The IDF believes that this massive barrage on the terror group’s tunnel 

network in Gaza Strip — as well as other strikes on underground bunkers 

— are convincing Hamas that its subterranean infrastructure is no longer 

safe. 
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