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On November 12, the United States conducted its third round of airstrikes against Iran-linked 
targets in Syria since October 17, when Iran-backed groups began attacking U.S. personnel in 
Iraq and Syria against the backdrop of the Israel-Hamas war. In the twenty-three days since, 
there have been at least 52 attacks on U.S. forces, 56 American injuries, and one related casu-
alty.  

Faced with this escalation, the Biden administration had been relying on the same approach it 
used when dealing with similar attacks before October 7. Its two prior airstrikes (on October 26 
and November 8) fit a pattern of infrequent and limited U.S. strikes coupled with rhetoric that 
was more conciliatory than bellicose. That approach failed to deter the Iranian regime. They al-
ready launched further attacks shortly after both the U.S. strike on November 8 and 12. While 
the latest U.S. strikes—targeting a training facility and safe house and killing several Iran-linked 
fighters—could signal the Biden administration’s willingness to target the personnel of those re-
sponsible for attacking U.S. forces, not only their infrastructure, four Iran-backed attacks against 
U.S. personnel shortly afterward indicates that these groups remain undeterred. 

To deter the Iranian regime and its affiliated groups the United States will need to use consistent 
and strong military force that holds the Iranian regime directly accountable for the aggression it 
enables, alongside a surge of air defense assets to the Middle East that can better protect U.S. 
personnel and regional partners. 

 

⚫ Since the Iran-backed attacks on U.S. forces in Iraq and Syria began on October 17, the 
United States has responded three times, with airstrikes on October 26, November 8, and 
November 12. 

» After the November 8 U.S. strikes, Iran-
backed groups attacked U.S. personnel in 
Iraq and Syria six times in three days. 

⚫ On November 12, the United States conducted 
its third round of strikes against two Iran-linked 
facilities in Syria.  

» According to a statement from U.S. Secre-
tary of Defense Lloyd Austin, the targets 
were “a training facility and a safe house 
near the cities of Abu Kamal and Mayadin, 
respectively.” 

» A senior U.S. defense official told Jennifer 
Griffin of Fox News that six to seven 

https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3586509/statement-from-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-on-additional-us-militar/
https://x.com/JenGriffinFNC/status/1723856069078741420
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Iranian proxy fighters were killed during the strikes, and there were two hours of second-
ary explosions at one of the locations, indicating the destruction of a large amount of 
weaponry. 

» The Department of Defense reportedly assessed that the safe house functioned as a 
headquarters for Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)-affiliated groups. 

» Austin also told reporters at a news conference in Seoul that “these attacks must stop, 
and if they don't stop, then we won't hesitate to do what's necessary, again, to protect 
the troops.” 

⚫ After the U.S. strikes on November 12, Iran-backed groups conducted four attacks in Syria 
that day and on November 13, including launching: 

» Multiple rockets at the U.S. Mission Support Site Euphrates on November 12; 

» A one-way attack drone at the U.S. Green Village facility near the al-Omar oil field on 
November 12; 

» The U.S. facility at Shadadi with another one-way attack drone on November 12; and  

» Multiple drones against the U.S.-led coalition Rumalyn Landing Zone base on November 
13. 

 

⚫ The continued strikes against U.S. personnel after U.S. airstrikes on Iran-linked facilities in-
dicate that the Iranian regime and its proxies remain undeterred by recent U.S. strikes. Multi-
ple U.S. airstrikes against two Iran-linked sites—a training facility and a safe house–that 
early reports indicate killed six or seven individuals could signal that the Biden administra-
tion is more willing to target the personnel responsible for attacks against U.S. forces in Iraq 
and Syria, not just their infrastructure. However, there is not yet an indication that the Iranian 
regime or its proxies have signaled a willingness to de-escalate their attacks. 

» Targeting Iran-linked fighters, not just facilities, coupled with the shorter time between 
U.S. strikes and stronger U.S. rhetoric may send a stronger a deterrent message to the 
Iranian regime and its proxies, but the attacks on November 12 and 13 signal a clear 
willingness on their part to continue striking U.S. personnel. 

» Building deterrence will require consistent military force and stronger, clearer deterrent 
language from the Biden administration, considering that previous infrequent and limited 
airstrikes have not deterred the Iranian regime or its proxies. 

⚫ Iran-backed groups began attacking U.S. forces in Iraq and Syria on October 17. Since 
then, there have been 52 total attacks, including:  

» 26 attacks targeting U.S. personnel in Iraq; 

» 26 attacks against U.S. personnel in Syria; and 

» 56 U.S. personnel injured. 

⚫ The first U.S. response came on October 26, after 19 Iran-backed attacks on U.S. forces in 
just 10 days—an average of almost two per day. 

» U.S. F-16 aircraft struck two weapons and ammunition storage facilities in Syria. 

⚫ Between that first U.S. response, on October 26, and the second on November 8—a span of 
13 days—there were another 22 attacks against U.S. forces, a slightly lower average of 1.7 
per day, but still highlighting the first strike’s lack of deterrent effect. 

https://twitter.com/laraseligman/status/1724118559666692372
https://www.reuters.com/world/us-hints-more-strikes-unless-iran-linked-groups-halt-attacks-2023-11-13/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/10/live-updates-pentagon-says-52-attacks-us-forces-iraq-syria-israel-surrounds-al
https://twitter.com/laraseligman/status/1722699981977469067?s=61&t=wvJe4mHJjqZS1ch3PfNb1w
https://apnews.com/article/syria-airstrikes-iran-revolutionary-guard-af3c7a0f069b8c8b08f6feaa0e165d6a
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» The continuation of daily, increasingly dangerous strikes against U.S. personnel indi-
cates that Iran does not believe the United States has the will to use sufficient military 
force to deter or prevent its aggression. 

» Not only did the attacks continue, but according to U.S. officials who spoke with The 
New York Times, Iran-backed groups have attached larger loads of explosives — as 
much as 80 lbs.—onto drones they fire at U.S. personnel. 

⚫ There were six Iran-backed attacks in the three days between the November 8 and Novem-
ber 12 U.S. strikes—a slightly higher average of two per day. Iran’s Yemeni proxy, the 
Houthis, also shot down a U.S. MQ-9 Reaper drone during this period. 

» That the United States chose to strike Iran-linked facilities and fighters again so soon af-
ter its previous attack, suggests it might have been dissatisfied that its earlier responses 
had not had the desired effect of reducing Iranian-backed attacks and decided to in-
crease the tempo of its strikes. 

» Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin’s comments after the U.S. strikes on November 12 
signaled a greater willingness to use military force than the statement after the U.S. 
strikes on October 26, which as noted in this JINSA NatSec Brief “undermined their de-
terrent value by indicating a reluctance to use military force.” 

− Speaking to reporters after the strikes on November 12, Austin indicated that the 
United States “won’t ever project or predict or advertise when we’re going to conduct 
a strike, but we will—rest assured that we will strike at a time and place of our choos-
ing” and that “these attacks against our people must stop.” 

− In comparison, Austin hinted that the United States had restrained itself during the 
October 26 strikes by calling them “narrowly-tailored strikes in self-defense [that] 
were intended solely to protect and defend U.S. personnel in Iraq and Syria.” 

− Given the attacks after the U.S. strike on November 12, additional, stronger U.S. 
strikes will be necessary to enforce deterrence against the Iranian regime and its 
proxies. 

⚫ That limited U.S. strikes against infrastructure are ineffective at deterring Iran-backed at-
tacks against U.S. forces should not be surprising—it is the same approach that the Biden 
administration tried, and failed—to produce deterrence with, from 2021 to early 2023.  

» Iran-backed groups launched 
nearly 90 attacks on U.S. forces 
in Syria and Iraq between Janu-
ary 2021 to March 2023, while the 
United States has only launched 
four rounds of airstrikes against 
those groups.  

» While Biden ordered airstrikes 
against Iran-backed groups in 
Syria in February 2021, Iraq and 
Syria in June 2021, and Syria in 
August 2022, U.S. force was cali-
brated to “limit the risks of escala-
tion and minimize casualties” and 
Iran’s proxies continued to target 
U.S. and partner forces in be-
tween each of these U.S. air-
strikes. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/08/us/politics/us-iran-airstrikes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/08/us/politics/us-iran-airstrikes.html
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/united-states-undermines-deterrent-value-of-its-strikes-against-iran-linked-targets/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/11/12/us-airstrikes-iran-syria/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3570798/secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-statement-on-us-military-strikes-in-ea/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/u-s-retaliation-in-syria/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/irans-projectile-threat-to-u-s-interests-and-partners/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/irans-projectile-threat-to-u-s-interests-and-partners/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/us-retaliation-against-iranian-proxies-in-syria/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/us-retaliation-against-iranian-proxies-in-syria/
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» Unlike in the previous cases, the U.S. airstrikes on March 23—after a drone attack from 
an Iran-backed group killed an American contractor and wounded six other Americans—
were not initially limited to avoid killing militants, with eight Iranian-aligned individuals re-
portedly being killed in the operation.  

» While no Iran-backed groups had targeted U.S. service members since March, even the 
more forceful U.S. airstrikes did not establish long-term deterrence, considering the 
large, sudden escalation against U.S. personnel over the past week. 

 

⚫ Since previous rounds of infrequent and limited U.S. strikes against Iran-backed groups 
have not deterred them or the regime in Tehran that funds, arms, and directs them, estab-
lishing deterrence will require the United States to exert consistent and strong military force 
against Iran-linked targets that endanger U.S. personnel or American partners in the region. 

» U.S. strikes should target the fighters, not only the facilities, involved in attacks on Ameri-
cans and hold Iran directly responsible for attacks by its proxies. 

⚫ The Pentagon should further buttress the recent deployments of U.S. military assets to the 
region by deploying additional Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyers that can help 
protect U.S. troops and partners from Iran-backed attacks.  

⚫ As JINSA recently documented in a list of recommendations for the Biden administration 
and Congress to support Israel, the United States should reinforce deterrence, replenish the 
U.S. stockpile of American weaponry in Israel that Israel can draw from in an emergency, 
and provide Israel with the diplomatic support it will need to defend itself. This support will 
give Israel access to the large number of weapons it will need for the ongoing fight in Gaza, 
and to help deter and prepare for the potential war with Iran and Hezbollah. 

» The Biden administration and Congress should work to quickly replenish Israel’s stocks 
of air defense interceptors and other critical weaponry it needs so that Israel can better 
protect itself and deter further aggression by denying the ability of Iran-backed groups to 
conduct successful strikes. 

» The U.S. stockpile of U.S.-owned weaponry in Israel, called War Reserve Stockpile Am-
munition-Israel (WRSA-I) has become depleted and obsolete, preventing it from serving 
its strategic purpose of providing Israel with access to weaponry it would need in an 
emergency. Deterring the Iranian regime and its proxies from escalating to a multifront 
war requires them to fear that the United States and Israel—both together and inde-
pendently—have sufficient capacity to conduct a long, high-intensity war. 

− The United States should replenish WRSA-I with much-needed precision-guided mu-
nitions (PGMs), chiefly Joint Direct Attack Munition (JDAM) tailkits and GBU-39 and 
GBU-53/B small diameter bombs, and potentially other much-needed weapons. 

» During each conflict that Israel fights, international pressure mounts to force it to end it 
prematurely, along with spurious accusations that Israel violates the law of armed con-
flict (LOAC). U.S. officials should publicly make clear, especially at the United Nations, 
that Israel complies with LOAC and strongly support its right to defend itself from threats.  

https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/deadly-iranian-linked-drone-attack/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/jinsa-recommendations-to-support-israel/
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/anchoring-the-u-s-israel-alliance-rebuilding-americas-arms-stockpile-in-israel/
file:///C:/Users/jruhe/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/7MGPBTVV/During%20each%20conflict%20that%20Israel%20fights,%20international%20pressure%20mounts%20to%20force%20it%20to%20end%20it%20prematurely,%20along%20with%20spurious%20accusations%20of%20Israeli%20war%20crimes

