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CORRECTION: A previous version of this piece said that Ukrainian air defenses have averaged 
interception rates of only about 46% of Russian ballistic missiles during recent large strikes. The 
actual ballistic missile interception rate is about 16%. Ukrainian air defenses have averaged a 46% 
interception rate of all Russian missiles during recent large strikes. This reinforces the point that the 
Iranians likely expected that Israeli rates would be higher than the Ukrainian rates, but not above 
90%. We apologize for this error.  

The Iranian April 13 missile-drone attack on Israel was very likely intended to cause significant damage 
below the threshold that would trigger a massive Israeli response.  The attack was designed to succeed, 
not to fail.  The strike package was modeled on those the Russians have used repeatedly against Ukraine 
to great effect. The attack caused more limited damage than intended likely because the Iranians 
underestimated the tremendous advantages Israel has in defending against such strikes compared with 
Ukraine. The Iranians will learn lessons from this strike and work to improve their abilities to penetrate 
Israeli defenses over time as the Russians have done in repeated strike series against Ukraine. 

The strike consisted of approximately 170 drones, 30 cruise missiles, and 120 ballistic missiles.[1]  The 
drones were launched well before the ballistic missiles were fired, very likely in the expectation that 
they would arrive in Israel’s air defense window at about the same time as the cruise missiles and 
drones.  The Russians have used such an approach against Ukraine repeatedly.[2]  The purpose of such 
a package is to have the slower cruise missiles and drones distract and overwhelm air defenses in order 
to allow the ballistic missiles, which are much harder to shoot down, to reach their targets.  The Iranians 
very likely expected that few if any of the cruise missiles and drones would hit their targets, but likely 
hoped that a significantly higher percentage of the ballistic missiles would do so. 
 
Only a few ballistic missiles penetrated Israeli air defenses and struck near Israeli military bases out of 
the 120 or so the Iranians fired.[3] Ukrainian air defenses have averaged interception rates of only 
about 16% of Russian ballistic missiles during recent large strikes.  The Iranians likely expected that 
Israeli rates would be higher than the Ukrainian rates but not above 90% against such a large ballistic 
missile salvo—the Russians, after all, have never fired close to that many large ballistic missiles in a 
single strike against Ukraine. Ukraine frequently intercepts more than 75% of Russian cruise missiles 
and drones, but many of those interceptions occur within the air defense umbrella that is also occupied 
with ballistic missile defense. The Iranians thus likely expected that at least some of their drones and 
cruise missiles would interfere with Israeli targeting of incoming ballistic missiles, whereas apparently 
none did. 
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Israel’s air defense system has a number of obvious advantages over Ukrainian air defense, but the full 
implications of some of those advantages might well have been unclear to Iranian strike planners. The 
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) and Israel’s allies have much larger and robust anti-missile and air defense 
systems and stocks of interceptors for them than Ukraine does—especially as Ukraine exhausts its 
supplies of interceptors while awaiting renewed US military assistance.  Israel also benefits from the 
roughly 1,000 kilometers separating its borders from Iran’s.  Israel and its allies used that distance to 
intercept all of the incoming drones and cruise missiles with ground-based air defense and combat 
aircraft before they even came within Israel’s own missile-defense umbrella. Israel and its allies 
employed hundreds of combat aircraft in this effort.[4] Ukraine lacks both of these advantages.[5]  Iran 
also lacks access to the near-hypersonic missiles Russia has used to penetrate Ukrainian air defenses 
more reliably—at least for now. 
 
Ukraine has, in particular, been unable to use combat aircraft to shoot down Russian drones and cruise 
missiles at scale, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky recently observed that Kyiv will likely 
use the F-16s Ukraine will receive this summer in those roles.[6] It has long been known that both 
drones and cruise missiles can be shot down by combat aircraft, but the Ukraine war has not yet seen a 
concerted effort made by a large and modern air force to intercept drone and cruise missile strikes at 
scale, and it is very possible that the Iranians underestimated the effectiveness of that effort. 

Iran will learn additional lessons from the failed April 13 attack that it can leverage to launch more 
successful attacks in the future. The lessons that Iran will draw from this attack will allow it to build 
more successful strike packages in the future. The attack probably helped Iran identify the relative 
strengths and the weaknesses of the Israeli air defense system. Iran will likely also share the lessons it 
learned in this attack with Russia. Russia will then use these lessons to improve its ability to defeat US- 
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and NATO-provided air defense systems in Ukraine. Iran may be able to share lessons with Russia 
about the relative strengths and weaknesses of US-built aircraft and air-to-air missiles in intercepting 
these missiles and drones. 

Iran’s ability to penetrate Israeli air defenses with even a small number of large ballistic missiles 
presents serious security concerns for Israel. The only Iranian missiles that got through hit an Israeli 
military base, limiting the damage, but a future strike in which several ballistic missiles penetrate Israeli 
air defenses and hit Tel Aviv or Haifa could cause significant civilian casualties and damage to civilian 
infrastructure, including ports and energy. Russian strikes on Ukraine have demonstrated that even a 
small number of precise strikes against key nodes in energy or other infrastructure can cause 
disproportionate effects. Israel and its partners should not emerge from this successful defense with 
any sense of complacency. 
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