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Overview 

Israeli settlements in the West Bank are an important aspect of peace negotiations in terms of their implications for the territory that 
will or will not be allocated to a future Palestinian state. Israel’s moratorium on new settlement construction in the West Bank 

expired on September 26 and was not renewed. The lapsed moratorium has led to new construction starts and an interruption to 
the direct talks that had been relaunched by the White House on September 1 for the first time in nearly two years. 

 

Speakers 

Michele Dunne (Moderator) is a Senior Associate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and the editor of the Arab 
Reform Bulletin. Dr. Dunne is a former specialist at the U.S. Department of State and the White House on Middle East affairs, and 
served on the Secretary of State’s policy planning staff. She served overseas in Egypt and Jerusalem. 

Lara Friedman is Director of Policy and Government Relations at Americans for Peace Now (APN), an organization of American 
Jews advocating for an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement. She was a U.S. Foreign Service Officer in Jerusalem, Tunis, Beirut, 

and Khartoum. She is a well-known authority on settlements, Jerusalem, and U.S. policy in the Middle East. 

Ghaith Al-Omari is Director of Advocacy at the American Task Force on Palestine (ATFP), representing Palestinian-Americans 
working to achieve a lasting settlement to the conflict. He served in many senior-level positions within the Palestinian Authority, 

including Senior Advisor to current President Mahmoud Abbas. He also participated in negotiations at Camp David and Taba. 
 

Definitions 

Green Line most commonly refers to the demarcation border between Israel and the Palestinian Territories of the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem. It is based on the 1949 Armistice line established between Israel and Jordan following the 1948 Arab-Israeli war. 

Settlements are state-sanctioned Israeli residential communities in the West Bank and East Jerusalem east of Currently there are 
120 settlements in the West Bank. The 12 settlements in East Jerusalem are built on land that has been unilaterally annexed by 

Israel (Peace Now’s Settlement Watch Project, 2010). Israel removed all Israeli settlements in Gaza in 2005. 

Outposts are non-state-sanctioned construction initiated by Israeli citizens. Currently there are 95 outposts in the West Bank.  

Settler Population Count between both settlements and outposts is approximately 296,700 Israelis living in the West Bank and 
192,000 in East Jerusalem. (Peace Now’s Settlement Watch Project, 2010). 

 

Main Themes 

Background 
• The issue of settlements is a key concern in U.S. efforts to broker a peace agreement as it directly impacts the disposition of 

land available for a future Palestinian state. Beyond the negotiation process, the settlement issue touches upon concerns for 

both sides for civilian population security, demographic distribution, economic development, and national identity.  

• Since the Oslo period, Palestinians have highlighted settlement expansion as an obstacle to the negotiation process, 
questioning Israel’s commitment to a two-state solution if settlement expansion continues during negotiations. Palestinian 

President Mahmoud Abbas is under significant pressure from the U.S. to continue the current round of talks in spite of the end of 

the moratorium, but continuing to participate in direct talks while settlement construction continues politically weakens President 
Abbas with the Palestinian public. 

• Settlements undermine Israel’s national interests because: the government’s maintenance of settlement services and protection 
of residents are expensive; settlements create security threats by necessitating a military protective presence inside the West 

Bank; and the international legal challenges to settlements delegitimize Israel’s status as a member of the community of nations.  

• Israel resettles Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia through the Jewish Agency, and some immigrants 
end up in the Occupied Territories where lower cost housing is available. According to the Migration and Refugee Assistance 

(MRT) program, U.S. law prohibits American support for locating immigrants in Palestinian territories, but given the fungibility of 
money, use of U.S. funding for this purpose is difficult to track. 

• Although settlement expansion is not an important concern for most Israelis, imposing a freeze is still politically difficult because 
the current coalition government depends on the participation of several parties in strong support of settler interests.  
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The “Freeze” 
• The Israeli moratorium on settlement construction that began the end of November 2009 expired on September 26, 2010; 

despite direct appeals from U.S. President Obama and Secretary of State Clinton, Israel did not extend the moratorium.  

• While the moratorium was not a complete cessation of construction, it was a more substantial limitation than past building 
freezes. Under its provisions, Israel was allowed to complete any construction that was already underway at the start of the 
freeze, but could not begin new construction during the moratorium period. This clause created a construction “rush” to begin 

projects before the start of the moratorium. Ghaith Al-Omari said that this compromise limited the potential impact the 
moratorium could have had on Palestinian opinion that it was a positive development in the peace process. If the freeze had 

been extended another nine months, for example, existing construction would have eventually finished, leading to a complete 

halt of building that would have been visible to outside observers.  

• Since the freeze ended on September 26, the State Department has been working to avoid a collapse of peace talks by 
negotiating an extension on the moratorium with Israeli officials in exchange for security assurances.  
 

The Peace Process   
• The speakers believed both sides have already invested too much politically in the present window of opportunity to allow 

negotiations to collapse. Prime Minister Netanyahu must work to sell a peace deal domestically while Israel’s opposition Kadima 
party stands ready to fill the power vacancy if his Likud party fails.  

• Continuing with direct negotiations in the absence of a settlement freeze would come at a great political cost to the standing 
Fatah government. President Abbas must have substantive deliverables for Palestinians in order to survive politically, such as 

cessation of settlement construction, release of political prisoners or easing of internal checkpoints in the West Bank.  

• The Arab League will also need to weigh in with the Palestinian team on its assessment of progress from the peace process. 
Syria’s role in the peace process may become more active in the near future, but it is yet to be seen if it will take a constructive 

or detractive approach. 
 

The Palestinian Authority and Hamas 

• No peace agreement can be domestically sustainable on the Palestinian side without the participation of Hamas and the 

Palestinian constituencies that support Hamas. Likewise, the Palestinian Authority holding a referendum on a peace deal in only 
the West Bank and East Jerusalem would indicate a ceding of authority in Gaza to Hamas.   

• Palestinian elections were set for earlier this year but have continued to be postponed because of the political impasse between 
Fatah and Hamas and pressure from external actors. Both the Palestinian Authority and Hamas say they want elections, but 

blame the other side for the delay. 

• There have been ongoing national reconciliation talks between Fatah and Hamas in Egypt and elsewhere. However, a condition 
of reconciliation requires Hamas to dissolve its militia into the Palestinian national security force, which is problematic for both 

parties. Nevertheless, political reconciliation between the two must happen before and not after any peace deal is set with Israel. 

• Despite the political dynamics of the Palestinian parties, Israeli leadership currently will not accept a reconciliation agreement 
that does not require Hamas to renounce violence and recognize Israel’s right to exist as a Jewish state.  
 

One State v. Two States 
• There is very little support for a one-state solution because it would fail to address the national identity and aspirations of both 

Israelis and Palestinians. The objective of both sides is a national home of their own with independent self-governance. 

• On the Palestinian side, imposing a one-state solution would lead to the collapse of the Palestinian Authority; the frustration with 
a failure to achieve a Palestinian state would manifest itself through violence.  

• On the Israeli side, there is no support for enfranchising Palestinians if the Palestinian territories were to be unified as one state 
under the Israeli system. 

• The basic parameters of a two-state solution are still possible, including agreement on borders, settlements, and access to 
natural resources; lifting of Israeli checkpoints and military presence in the West Bank; compromise on control of Jerusalem; 

Palestinian renunciation of violence and assurance of Israeli security; release of Palestinian political prisoners; and a 
resettlement plan for Palestinian refugees.  
 

LINKS   

American Task Force on Palestine: http://www.americantaskforce.org  
Americans for Peace Now (including interactive map of Israeli settlements in the West Bank): http://peacenow.org   
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: http://www.carnegieendowment.org   


