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Background
The issue of Israeli settlements in the occupied Palestinian territories remains one of the most contentious and long-standing disputes in international politics. These territories primarily include the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and historically the Gaza Strip.
Following the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel occupied the West Bank, East Jerusalem, Gaza, and multiple other Arab territories. Since then, Israeli civilian settlements have been established in these occupied areas. Under international law, in particular the Fourth Geneva Convention (1949), much of the international community considers these settlements illegal, arguing that an occupying power should not transfer parts of its own civilian population into occupied territory. Israel disputes aspects of this interpretation, particularly regarding the legal status of the territories.
In the West Bank, settlements range from small outposts to large urban communities connected by roads and protected by Israeli military presence. Many are located in Area C, which under the Oslo Accords remains under full Israeli civil and security control. Today, hundreds of thousands of Israeli settlers live in the West Bank and East Jerusalem.
Gaza presents a different case. Israel withdrew its settlers and military forces from Gaza in 2005 through the Disengagement Plan, dismantling 21 settlements there. However, Gaza remains central to wider discussions of occupation due to Israel’s control over borders, airspace, and maritime access, as well as the ongoing conflicts between Hamas and the Israeli Defence Force. Some Israeli political figures have periodically discussed the possibility of renewed settlement activity in Gaza, though no formal civilian settlement project currently exists there.
Palestinians argue that settlement expansion divides Palestinian land, restricts movement, undermines economic development, and makes the creation of a viable independent Palestinian state increasingly difficult. Israeli governments have often defended settlements on grounds of historical connection, national security and strategic necessity.
The issue is deeply tied to the broader Israeli-Palestinian conflict, including questions of sovereignty, self-determination, security and the future of the Two-State Solution.
The UN’s Role
The United Nations has consistently regarded Israeli settlements in occupied Palestinian territory as lacking legal validity. UN Security Council Resolution 242 (1967) called for Israeli withdrawal from territories occupied in the war, with Resolution 2334 (2016) specifically reaffirming that settlements have “no legal validity” and constitute a major obstacle to peace and a two-state solution.
The General Assembly and the SPECPOL Committee frequently debate questions of decolonisation, occupation, and self-determination related to Palestine. The UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) provides humanitarian support for Palestinian refugees, while the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) monitors settlement expansion, demolitions, and displacement.
The International Court of Justice (ICJ) has also addressed the issue. In recent rulings concerning the legality of occupation and settlements, the Court stated its stance that Israeli settlement activity is “unlawful” in the July of 2024, and that Israel had to cease all new settlement activity and evacuate all settlers from the West Bank and East Jerusalem.
Despite repeated resolutions, implementation remains limited due to political divisions within the Security Council, particularly the influence of permanent members such as the United States and October 2024 Israeli legislation which prohibits UNRWA activity in areas Israel deems sovereign territory, significantly hindering aid deliveries.
Humanitarian Situation
Settlement expansion has significant humanitarian consequences for Palestinians, particularly in the West Bank. Palestinian communities often face home demolitions, restrictions on building permits, land confiscation, settler violence, and limitations on access to farmland, schools, and healthcare with UN OCHA recorded 1,420 incidents of settler violence in 2024 alone, leading to the forcible displacement of 47 Palestinian communities since October 2023.
Human rights organisations such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and various UN bodies have documented increasing displacement and tensions linked to settlements and unauthorised outposts. Israeli authorities argue that security concerns and legal disputes over land ownership are central factors in many of these cases.
In East Jerusalem, disputes over residency rights, evictions, and settlement construction remain particularly sensitive with a record 34 new settlements approved in a single, secret Israeli government ruling in the April of 2026, according to reputable reports. In rural areas of the West Bank, smaller Palestinian communities are often vulnerable to displacement.
In Gaza, although there are currently no Israeli civilian settlements, the humanitarian crisis remains severe due to repeated conflict, destruction of infrastructure, restrictions on movement, and shortages of food, water, medicine, and electricity. Discussions about future governance of Gaza often raise questions about whether any form of Israeli long-term control or settlement could re-emerge.
Multiple far-right Israeli cabinet ministers have publicly advocated for renewed civilian settlement in Gaza. Additionally, in October 2025, reports indicated some senior officials were seeking the annexation of large parts of Gaza and the Israeli military has reportedly been establishing “permanent bases” in the strip as of 2024–2025
The humanitarian dimension is therefore inseparable from the political and legal debate surrounding settlements.
Key Positions of Major Actors
Israel - Maintains that settlement policy must be viewed within the context of security, historical claims, and final-status negotiations. 

Palestinian Authority - Strongly opposes all settlement activity and argues it violates international law and destroys prospects for an independent Palestinian state based on pre-1967 borders.

Hamas - Rejects Israeli control over Palestinian territories entirely and views settlement activity as part of a broader occupation structure. Its position is linked to the wider Gaza conflict.

United States - Traditionally supports Israel strategically while also publicly supporting a negotiated two-state solution. Different administrations have taken different approaches toward settlement legality and diplomatic pressure.

European Union - Consistently opposes settlement expansion, considers settlements illegal under international law, and supports a two-state solution based on international law and negotiations.

Arab League - Strongly condemns settlements and supports Palestinian self-determination and sovereignty over occupied territories.

United Nations - Continues to affirm that settlements violate international law and remain a major obstacle to peace, while calling for renewed negotiations and humanitarian protection.

Key Questions for Debate
How should the international community balance Israeli security concerns with Palestinian self-determination and territorial rights?
Should stronger international legal or economic measures be taken regarding settlement expansion?
Is the Two-State Solution still realistic given the growth of settlements across the West Bank?
How should the UN address settler violence, displacement, and humanitarian protection for affected Palestinian communities?
What role should major powers such as the United States, the European Union, and regional Arab states play in facilitating a negotiated settlement?
Should future governance discussions about Gaza include the possibility of renewed Israeli long-term control, and how would this affect regional peace efforts?

