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EPISODE SYNOPSIS

In this episode of My Weird Prompts, Corn and Herman take a deep dive into one of the world’s

most complex geopolitical boundaries: the Israel-Syria border. They explore the history of the 1974

Disengagement Agreement, explaining the intricate system of "Line Alpha" and "Line Bravo" that

defines the United Nations-monitored Area of Separation. From the skeletal remains of the ghost

city Kuneitra to the logistical challenges of counting tanks in restricted zones, the hosts break down

how this fragile peace has survived decades of conflict. They also discuss the human side of the

divide, highlighting the experiences of the Druze community and the shifting dynamics brought on

by the Syrian Civil War and regional proxy tensions. It’s an essential look at a landscape where

technical bureaucracy meets intense human drama.

DANIEL'S PROMPT

Daniel

"I've always been fascinated by Israel's borders, especially the one with Syria. I'm curious about the

demilitarized zone (DMZ) there. How was the DMZ between Israel and Syria created, what is actually

in that area, and what is the role of UNDOF (United Nations Disengagement Observation Force) in

that zone of operations?"

https://myweirdprompts.com/episode/israel-syria-dmz-history/


2
Episode #294

Available on Spotify & Apple Podcasts

myweirdprompts.com

Click to listen online

TRANSCRIPT

Corn

Hey everyone, welcome back to My Weird Prompts. I am Corn, and today we are looking at a topic that

is literally in our backyard, or at least a short drive north from where we are sitting right now in

Jerusalem. We are diving into the fascinating, often misunderstood world of the Israel-Syria border.

Herman

Herman Poppleberry here, and I am particularly excited about this one. Our housemate Daniel sent us a

prompt about the demilitarized zone and the United Nations Disengagement Observation Force. It is

one of those topics that sounds very technical and bureaucratic on the surface, but when you peel back

the layers, it is full of historical drama, strange geographical quirks, and some really intense human

stories.

Corn

It really is. Daniel was mentioning his interest in border spotting, which is such a specific and interesting

hobby here in Israel. Because, as he pointed out, these are not just lines on a map. They are markers of

completely different political realities. And the border with Syria is arguably the most complex of them

all. It is a place where a war that technically never ended meets a fragile, decades-long peace.

Herman

That is exactly right. We are talking about a conflict that has been frozen in time in some ways since

nineteen seventy-four. To understand the demilitarized zone, or what the United Nations calls the Area

of Separation, we have to go back to the aftermath of the Yom Kippur War, also known as the October

War of nineteen seventy-three.
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Corn

Right, and just to set the stage for everyone, the Golan Heights is the plateau where all of this happens.

Israel captured most of it from Syria in nineteen sixty-seven. Then, in nineteen seventy-three, Syria

launched a massive surprise attack to try and take it back. They almost succeeded in the first few days,

but Israel eventually pushed them back and actually ended up even deeper into Syrian territory, creating

what was called the Bashan Salient, which was a bulge of Israeli-controlled land that reached within

artillery range of Damascus.

Herman

Exactly. And that salient is the key to why we have a demilitarized zone today. By early nineteen

seventy-four, both sides were exhausted, but they were still locked in a war of attrition. Henry Kissinger,

the United States Secretary of State at the time, engaged in what became famous as shuttle diplomacy.

He was literally flying back and forth between Jerusalem and Damascus, trying to hammer out a deal

that would get the Israeli troops out of that salient and create a buffer.

Corn

And that led to the Agreement on Disengagement between Israeli and Syrian Forces, signed in Geneva

on May thirty-first, nineteen seventy-four. This is the document that created the world we still see today

on that border. It established three very specific zones. Herman, you want to break down those lines?

Because I know you have the maps memorized.

Herman

I do. It is a very structured system. First, you have Line Alpha. This is the western boundary of the

demilitarized zone, and it is the limit beyond which no Israeli military forces are allowed to pass. Then,

on the other side, you have Line Bravo. This is the eastern boundary, and it is the limit for Syrian military

forces. The space between Line Alpha and Line Bravo is the Area of Separation, or the demilitarized

zone.

Corn

And how big are we talking here? Because when people hear demilitarized zone, they might think of the

huge gap between North and South Korea.
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Herman

Oh, it is much smaller and much more irregular. In some places, like near the ruins of the city of

Kuneitra, it is only a few hundred meters wide. In other parts, it might stretch out to several kilometers. It

covers about two hundred and thirty-five square kilometers in total. And the crucial thing is that neither

the Israeli military nor the Syrian military is allowed inside. Only the United Nations Disengagement

Observation Force and some local civilians are permitted.

Corn

This is where it gets interesting for me. Daniel asked what is actually in that zone. If you go up to one of

the lookout points on the Golan, like Mount Bental, and you look out over the valley, what do you see? It

is not just empty desert, right?

Herman

Not at all. It is actually quite green in many parts. There are farmers, mostly from the Druze community,

who live and work in the Area of Separation. They tend to apple orchards and cherry trees. There are

also several villages within the zone, like Hader on the Syrian side of the line. But the most striking thing

you see is the city of Kuneitra.

Corn

Kuneitra is such a haunting place. It used to be the regional capital of the Golan. When Israel withdrew

to Line Alpha in nineteen seventy-four, the city was left in ruins. Syria decided not to rebuild it. They left

it as a sort of open-air museum or a monument to the conflict. So when you look through binoculars, you

see these skeletal remains of buildings, a hospital, a mosque, all just sitting there in the middle of the

demilitarized zone.

Herman

It is a ghost city. And right next to it, you will see the white vehicles and the blue flags of the United

Nations. This brings us to the United Nations Disengagement Observation Force, or UNDOF. They were

created by the same nineteen seventy-four agreement. They have about one thousand troops, currently

from countries like Austria, India, Ireland, Nepal, Philippines, and Ghana.
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Corn

I have always wondered about the day-to-day life of an UNDOF soldier. They are essentially stuck in the

middle of two countries that are technically still at war. What is their actual mandate? What are they

doing in those white armored personnel carriers?

Herman

Their primary mission is to maintain the ceasefire. They do this through three main activities. First, they

occupy observation posts and man positions throughout the Area of Separation. They are literally

watching for any movement of troops or unauthorized weapons. Second, they conduct inspections. This

is the part that most people do not realize. The agreement did not just create a demilitarized zone. It

created three zones of limited forces on either side of the lines.

Corn

Right, this is a great technical detail. It is not like you have the demilitarized zone and then a free-for-all

on either side. There are tiers of military presence allowed, right?

Herman

Exactly. There is a ten-kilometer zone, a twenty-kilometer zone, and a twenty-five-kilometer zone. In the

first ten kilometers from the line, each side is only allowed to have a very specific number of troops and

tanks. Specifically, in that first ten-kilometer belt, they are limited to six thousand troops, seventy-five

tanks, and thirty-six short-range artillery pieces. UNDOF inspectors go out every two weeks on both the

Israeli side and the Syrian side to literally count the tanks and the artillery pieces to make sure nobody is

cheating.

Corn

That sounds like a logistical nightmare. Imagine being a United Nations inspector and telling an Israeli or

Syrian general, hey, you have seventy-six tanks here, one of them has to go.
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Herman

It actually happens. They file reports, and if there is a violation, they raise it with the respective military

liaisons. It is a very delicate dance of diplomacy. But for the most part, for forty years, it was considered

the quietest border in the Middle East. From nineteen seventy-four until about twenty-eleven, the system

worked remarkably well. There were very few major incidents.

Corn

But then the Syrian Civil War happened, and that changed everything. That is when the demilitarized

zone stopped being a quiet buffer and started becoming a chaotic vacuum. Herman, talk about what

happened to UNDOF during the height of the fighting in Syria.

Herman

That was a dark time for the mission. Around twenty-fourteen, Al-Qaeda-linked groups like the Nusra

Front began capturing territory on the Syrian side of the border. They actually attacked United Nations

positions. They kidnapped forty-five Fijian peacekeepers and held them for two weeks. They surrounded

a group of Filipino peacekeepers who had to engage in a firefight to escape.

Corn

I remember that. It was a massive crisis. The peacekeepers are lightly armed because they are there to

observe, not to fight a war against non-state actors and insurgents.

Herman

Exactly. They were not equipped for a counter-insurgency. As a result, UNDOF had to evacuate most of

its positions on the Syrian side of the Line Bravo and move over to the Israeli-controlled side for safety.

For a few years, the demilitarized zone was essentially a combat zone between the Syrian government

and various rebel groups, with Israel watching nervously from the fence.

Corn

This is where we see the second-order effects of these international agreements. When the state power

on one side collapses, the demilitarized zone becomes a liability. But what is the status now, in early

2026? Because the Syrian government has regained control over most of that southern border area.
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Herman

Things have largely returned to the old status quo, but with new tensions. UNDOF has returned to most

positions on the Syrian side, with headquarters at Camp Faouar operational and inspections resuming.

But the big difference now is the Iranian presence. Israel is very concerned that Iran and its proxy,

Hezbollah, are using the post-war environment to establish a permanent presence right up against the

Line Bravo.

Corn

Which is why we see those frequent reports of Israeli strikes in Syria. They are often targeting

shipments or installations that they believe are violating that unspoken boundary. It is a weird situation

where you have the official nineteen seventy-four agreement being monitored by the United Nations,

while a completely different, high-tech shadow war is being fought over the top of it.

Herman

It really highlights the limitations of traditional peacekeeping. UNDOF is great at counting tanks

belonging to a national army. They are less equipped to deal with a drone being launched by a militia

from a civilian house five kilometers back from the line. But despite all that, both Israel and Syria, and

even the international community, still want UNDOF there. It provides a vital channel of communication.

If there is a misunderstanding, the United Nations can step in before it escalates into a full-scale war.

Corn

Let's talk about the human side of this, because Daniel mentioned the Druze community. This is one of

the most unique aspects of the Israel-Syria border. You have families that were split apart in nineteen

sixty-seven. For decades, they lived on opposite sides of a demilitarized zone they could not cross.

Herman

This is where the movie Daniel mentioned comes in. It is called The Syrian Bride, released back in two

thousand and four. It is a beautiful and heartbreaking film about a young Druze woman from the

Israeli-controlled Golan who is going to marry a man in Syria. The catch is that once she crosses the

demilitarized zone and enters Syria, she can never return to Israel. The movie captures the agonizing

bureaucracy of the border, the Red Cross having to facilitate the crossing, the stamps on the passports,

the literal no man's land she has to walk through.



8
Episode #294

Available on Spotify & Apple Podcasts

myweirdprompts.com

Click to listen online

Corn

There is also the famous Shouting Hill near Majdal Shams. Before the internet and cell phones were

common, families would literally go to the edge of the fence with megaphones and shout news across

the demilitarized zone to their relatives on the Syrian side. They would announce births, deaths, and

weddings. It is a powerful image of how a political line can sever the most basic human connections.

Herman

It is. And even today, while they can use WhatsApp and video calls, the physical barrier remains. There

is also the issue of the Druze students. For years, there was an arrangement where Druze students

from the Golan could go to Damascus to study at the university for free and then return. The United

Nations would facilitate their transport through the Kuneitra crossing.

Corn

It is amazing how much effort goes into maintaining these tiny cracks in the wall. You have the

International Committee of the Red Cross, the United Nations, and the militaries of two enemy states all

cooperating just so a few hundred students can go to school or some apples can be sold.

Herman

The apples are another great example. For a long time, there was an agreement where Druze farmers

in the Israeli-controlled Golan could export their apples to Syria. It was a way to help their economy and

maintain a link to their homeland. Thousands of tons of apples would be loaded into Red Cross trucks

and driven across the demilitarized zone. It was literally called the Apple Trade. While the civil war

disrupted this for years, it remains a symbol of the potential for these zones to be bridges instead of just

barriers.

Corn

So, looking at the map today, we have Line Alpha, which is the Israeli fence. Then the Area of

Separation with its UN posts and orchards. Then Line Bravo, which is the Syrian side. What about the

actual geography? Because there is one spot that is higher than everything else, and it is arguably the

most important piece of land in the whole region.
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Herman

You are talking about Mount Hermon. The eyes of the state.

Corn

Exactly. The snow-capped peak that overlooks everything.

Herman

Mount Hermon is a geographical anomaly. The border between Israel, Syria, and Lebanon all meet

there. The highest point in Israel is on the slopes of Hermon, but the actual summit is in Syrian territory.

And guess who sits on the very top?

Corn

The United Nations.

Herman

Yes. UNDOF has a position called Hermon Hotel. It is the highest permanently manned United Nations

position in the world, at an altitude of over two thousand eight hundred meters. The soldiers there have

to deal with extreme cold, massive snowdrifts, and total isolation. But from that vantage point, they can

see all the way to Damascus and deep into Israel. It is the ultimate referee's chair.

Corn

I remember reading that the conditions there are so tough that they have to use specialized snowcat

vehicles just to rotate the troops. It is a far cry from the image of a peacekeeper in a blue beret standing

in the sun. It is more like an arctic research station that happens to be in the middle of a conflict zone.

Herman

And it is vital because whoever controls the high ground controls the narrative of what is happening on

the ground. If Syria moves a battery of missiles, the UN sees it from Hermon. If Israel builds a new

fortification, they see that too. It prevents the kind of secret build-ups that led to the nineteen

seventy-three war.
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Corn

So, we have talked about the history and the geography. Let's get into some of the misconceptions. One

thing I think people get wrong is the idea that the DMZ is a lawless place. They might think it is like the

Wild West. But in reality, it is one of the most heavily monitored and regulated pieces of land on earth,

right?

Herman

Absolutely. Every single movement is tracked. If a farmer wants to dig a new well in the Area of

Separation, it has to be approved. If a UN patrol wants to change its route, it has to be coordinated. The

misconception is that it is a void. It is not a void; it is a carefully managed pressure valve.

Corn

Another misconception is that UNDOF is there to stop a war. I think people often criticize the UN when

fighting breaks out, saying, what were the peacekeepers doing? But their mandate isn't actually to stand

in the way of tanks, is it?

Herman

No, and that is a crucial distinction. They are an observation force, not an enforcement force. They do

not have the heavy weapons or the numbers to stop an invasion. Their power is purely symbolic and

informational. They are there to make sure that if a war starts, everyone knows exactly who started it

and how. They provide the transparency that makes it harder for a war to start by accident.

Corn

It is like the difference between a security guard and a security camera. The camera doesn't stop the

thief, but it makes it much harder for the thief to operate and provides the evidence afterward.

Herman

That is a perfect analogy. And in a region where trust is zero, that objective record is incredibly valuable.

Even during the worst of the Syrian Civil War, when UNDOF was being attacked, no one, not Israel, not

the Syrian government, not even the Russians who are now heavily involved in Syria, wanted the

mission to end. Everyone sees the benefit of having that neutral third party.
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Corn

You mentioned the Russians. That is an additional factor since the civil war. They actually have their

own military police patrolling near the Bravo Line now, right?

Herman

Yes, and that has created a very crowded neighborhood. You have the Syrian Army, Russian military

police, Iranian-backed militias, UNDOF peacekeepers, and the Israeli Defense Forces all within a few

kilometers of each other. It is a miracle there aren't more accidental clashes. The Russians have

actually set up their own observation posts to complement the UN ones, partly to reassure Israel that

they are keeping the Iranians away from the border.

Corn

It is a fascinating layering of security. You have the nineteen seventy-four UN layer, and then the

twenty-first-century geopolitical layer on top of it. It makes you realize how durable that original

agreement was. Kissinger and the leaders at the time built something that has survived the Cold War,

multiple regional conflicts, and the total collapse of the Syrian state.

Herman

It is one of the few success stories of UN peacekeeping, even if it is a quiet one. It is not a perfect

peace, but it is a managed conflict. And for the people living in the Golan, that management is the

difference between a normal life and a catastrophe.

Corn

Let's talk about the practical takeaways for our listeners. If you are ever in the north of Israel and you

want to see this for yourself, where should you go? Daniel mentioned Majdal Shams, which is a great

spot.
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Herman

Majdal Shams is essential. It is the largest Druze town in the Golan, and it is built right up against the

fence. You can see the UN posts from the main street. Another great spot is Mount Bental. It is an old

Israeli bunker complex that has been turned into a tourist site. You get a panoramic view of the Area of

Separation and the ruins of Kuneitra. They even have a cafe there called Coffee Annan, a play on the

former UN Secretary General's name and the Hebrew word for cloud.

Corn

Very clever. And there is also the Tel Saki site, which gives you a sense of the incredible bravery and

intensity of the nineteen seventy-three fighting. When you stand there and see how close the Syrian

tanks got to the edge of the plateau, you understand why the demilitarized zone was so important for

Israeli security.

Herman

And on the flip side, if you could stand on the Syrian side, you would see how the Golan Heights towers

over the road to Damascus. For them, the DMZ is a buffer against Israeli power. It is a classic example

of how geography dictates destiny.

Corn

I think one of the most interesting lessons here is the power of specificity. The nineteen seventy-four

agreement didn't just say, let's have a buffer zone. It specified the exact number of tanks, the exact

caliber of the guns, the exact kilometers of each zone. It removed the ambiguity that leads to escalation.

Herman

Specificity is the enemy of conflict. When you have vague borders and vague rules, people test them.

When you have a rule that says seventy-five tanks and not one more, it is much harder to accidentally

build up an invasion force.

Corn

It is a good lesson for any kind of conflict resolution, really. Whether it is international diplomacy or just

an argument between housemates about whose turn it is to do the dishes. Clear lines and objective

observers.
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Herman

Exactly. Maybe we should invite an UNDOF inspector to live with us and Daniel. They could count the

number of unwashed mugs in the sink and file a bi-weekly report.

Corn

I think Daniel would appreciate the transparency, though I am not sure he would like the results of the

inspection. Well, I feel like I have learned a ton. Daniel, thank you for sending us down this rabbit hole. It

is easy to take these borders for granted when you live here, but there is so much history packed into

every kilometer.

Herman

Definitely. And for everyone listening, if you want to see some of the maps we were talking about or see

photos of those UN posts, we will have some resources on the website.

Corn

Yes, check out myweirdprompts.com for all the show notes and our full archive. We have covered

everything from Israeli logistics to the history of Jerusalem, so if you liked this episode, there is plenty

more to dive into. If you are enjoying the show, please leave us a review on your podcast app or on

Spotify. It really helps other curious people find us.

Herman

We really do love seeing where in the world people are listening from. This has been My Weird Prompts.

I am Herman Poppleberry.

Corn

And I am Corn. Thanks for listening, and we will talk to you next week. Stay curious, everyone.

Herman

So, Herman, be honest. If you had to spend six months at the Hermon Hotel observation post, could you

do it?
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Herman

Six months of isolation, freezing temperatures, and nothing but books and a high-powered telescope?

Corn, that sounds like my dream vacation. I would have the entire history of the Levant memorized by

month three.

Corn

I should have known. You would probably come back with a five-thousand-page manuscript and a very

impressive beard.

Herman

The beard is a given. The manuscript might take a bit longer. But seriously, the view from up there must

be life-changing. You see the world without the noise. Just the land and the lines we draw on it.

Corn

It is a perspective we could all use a bit more of. Anyway, let's get out of here before you start packing

your snow gear.

Herman

Too late, I already have my thermal socks ready. See you later.

Corn

Bye everyone!


