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HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS IN THE WEST BANK 
AND THE APPROPRIATE UNITED STATES’ 
RESPONSE

Ryan Jaimeson

ABSTRACT:  The Israeli-Palestinian confl ict has been ongoing since the creation of the Israeli 
state in 1948. This confl ict continues as a result of the Israeli settlements in Palestine. Since these 
settlements were created in the aftermath of the Six-Day War, the United Nations has called them 
illegal. Israel has committed multiple human rights violations; it has restricted Palestinian freedom 
of movement and denied Palestinians the right of self-determination. In contrast, the United States 
has called them illegitimate, and hasn’t been willing to call the situation a human rights violation. 
The United States is in a position to use its relationship with the Israeli state to encourage it to 
not expand its settlement policy, but instead to work towards a mutually agreed upon framework 
of land swaps between the two groups which would eliminate the main barrier to a larger peace 
agreement between them. The United States has a moral obligation to involve itself in mediating 
the confl ict between the Israelis and the Palestinians. It has formed a unique relationship with both 
Israelis and Palestinians as a result of peace agreements the United States has mediated in the past. 
This unique credibility means the United States can have a stronger impact on the development of 
a peace treaty compared to other foreign governments. To not use this credibility in such a manner 
would represent a moral failing on the part of the United States.

Introduction

The United States can, and should, use 
its diplomatic and fi nancial leverage with 
Israel to encourage it to end its human rights 
violations in the region, and to work towards 
a land swap proposal Israel and Palestinians 
can both agree with to fi nally resolve this 
issue. The contentious relationship between 
Israel and Palestine has led to multiple hu-
man rights violations committed by both 
sides. These violations have delayed and 
impeded any progress towards a peaceful 
two-state solution between these parties. If 
U.S. policy is going to help resolve these 
violations, multiple aspects of the confl ict 
should be considered. First, we should con-
sider the history of this confl ict to better    

understand why peace between the two par-
ties has been so diffi cult to obtain. Over the 
past fi ve decades, the international commu-
nity has seen the issue of Israeli settlements 
in Palestine as a human rights violation 
(International Labour Offi ce, 2013). The 
U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry recently 
reiterated the State Department’s position 
that the settlements are illegitimate (Dahn, 
2013). This position leads to another impor-
tant factor in this confl ict: demonstrating the 
importance of language in political context. 
Any change in U.S. policy should require 
the State Department to consider the views 
of Israel, Palestine, foreign governments, 
and non-governmental organizations. To 
not consider all parties of the confl ict would 
be a moral injustice.  According to Ignatieff 
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and Gutmann (2001), one of the key goals 
of human rights is to ensure “human capaci-
ty,” or self-choice (p. ix).  Israeli settlements 
clearly violate Palestinian human rights un-
der that defi nition. Knowing the history of 
this confl ict is crucial to understanding why 
these settlements have impeded the peace 
process between these two groups.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of 
this confl ict is important when considering 
changes to U.S. foreign policy. The history 
of the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict dates back 
to the creation of the Israeli State in 1948. 
At the time, the United Nations intended 
for two states to be formed—one for the                                                                   
Jewish people and one for the                                                           
Palestinians. This proposal was a reason-
able plan that would have left both groups 
with their respective states, and would have 
turned  Jerusalem  into an international city 
instead of being classifi ed under either state. 
The United Nations’ Resolution was never 
adopted because the Arab League opposed 
it. Arab nations at the time opposed this pro-
posal on the grounds that land was distrib-
uted unequally, with a smaller Jewish popu-
lation getting a majority of the land. Instead 

of the resolution being adopted, Israel was 
almost immediately attacked by multiple 
states once British rule ended over the area. 
As this confl ict resolved, Israel not only 
defended the land that was intended for it, 
but seized about 60 percent of the land that 
was intended to be part of a Palestinian state 
(Cragg, 1997).

The next important historical event was 
the Six-Day War, which took place in 1967 
and led to the creation of Israeli settlements. 
This war resulted in Israel having a deci-
sive victory over the enemies surrounding 
it. At this point, the U.N. stated that Israel’s 
forceful acquisition of land was illegal, 
and called for Israel to withdraw from oc-
cupied territories (Carter, 2009). While                                             
Israeli settlements have moved but persisted, 
other aspects of politics in the region have 
changed. For example, recognition of Israel 
as a legitimate state has been acknowledged 
by an increasing number of countries in the 
region. President of the State of Palestine                                                                             
Mahmoud Abbas stated in 2010 that he 
“would never deny Jews their right to the 
land of Israel” (Mozgovaya, 2010). The 
state of settlements in Palestinian territory 
has also changed quite a bit over the years. 
Israel has withdrawn settlements from the 
Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip, while 
continuing to build settlements in the West 
Bank. In 2013, former ambassador Philip 
Wilcox argued that the current settlement 
policy of Israel is one of the biggest ob-
stacles to peace between the two groups 
(Wilcox, 2013). Throughout the past fi ve 
decades, the international community has 
insisted that these settlements are illegal 
under the Fourth Geneva Convention, and 
that they are a major impediment to a last-
ing peace between all parties (Gorenberg, 
2006). The U.S. needs to consider both the 

Jaimeson

1948 Israeli State Created
1967 Six-Day War
1979 Camp David Accords; Peace Treaty 

Between Israel and Egypt
1993 Oslo Accords
2006 Palestinian Elections, Split into Two 

Governments
2013 Direct Negotiations Between Israel 

(Netanyahu) and Palestine (Abbas) 
Begin Again

Timeline



UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, 2014 43

creation of the Israeli State and the Six-Day 
War to adequately address the concerns of 
both parties.

Palestinian and Israeli Politics

The political situation for both states 
has been a major impediment in the peace 
process. On the Israeli side, the center-right           
Likud party has won multiple elections. 
Even though this party has at times sup-
ported efforts towards peace, such as the 
Camp David Accords, it still has espoused 
opposition to Palestinian statehood (Likud, 
2005). The Likud party platform in 1999 
stated that:

A unilateral Palestinian declaration of the 
establishment of a Palestinian state will 
constitute a fundamental and substantive 
violation of the agreements with the State 
of Israel and the scuttling of the Oslo and 
Wye accords. The government will adopt 
immediate stringent measures in the event 
of such a declaration. (Likud, 2005).

The current Prime Minister,                                 
Benjamin Netanyahu, has not always been 
cooperative with treaties attempting to re-
solve issues between the Israelis and the                                          
Palestinians. He stated that he would inter-
pret the Oslo Accords in a way that would 
allow him to ignore much of what the treaty 
actually stated (Kessler, 2010).

The political situation in Palestine 
has likewise been an obstacle to resolv-
ing the confl ict. Fatah and Hamas are two 
political parties that represent the two                                      
Palestinian governments formed as a re-
sult of the 2006 election. Fatah is the gov-
ernment of the West Bank, while Hamas 
is the government of the Gaza Strip. Fatah 
has been the negotiator between Israel and                
Palestine, and is seen as the moderate 
government of the two. They represented                                                                 
Palestine during the creation of the Oslo 

Accords, and have contributed positively to 
the peace process. In contrast, Hamas has 
opposed even acknowledging that Israel had 
a right to exist as a state. In 2012, Hamas 
leader Khaled Meshaal stated that “We will 
never recognize the legitimacy of the Israeli 
occupation and therefore there is no legiti-
macy for Israel” (Ayyoub, Sherwood, 2012). 
Hamas also opposes any peace agreement 
with Israel until it fi rst withdraws all settle-
ments from Palestinian territory. This is a 
position that Israel will not accept as part 
of a peace treaty. According to the BBC, 
Israel wouldn’t even start negotiations with             
Mahmoud Abbas, leader of the Fatah par-
ty, unless he dropped his requirement that                                                                               
Israel stop building new settlements as 
a precondition to starting negotiations              
(Bowen, 2010). Resolving this confl ict will 
require political concessions by both sides.

The Importance of Language

Understanding the use of language in 
this confl ict is important to understanding 
the confl ict itself. For example, the U.S. is 
very specifi c in terms of the language it uses 
to defi ne Israeli settlements. When John 
Kerry calls the settlements “illegitimate,” 
we can better understand the relationship 
between the U.S. and Israel because of 
what he doesn’t say-that the settlements 
are illegal. The United States’ use of lan-
guage refl ects its close relationship with                                        
Israel. At the same time, language has been 
used to discredit the Palestinian claim that                            
Israeli settlements are illegal. An ex-
ample of this is the fact that the Palestine                                                               
Liberation Organization (PLO) was referred 
to as a terrorist group by the U.S. and Israel 
until the Madrid Conference of 1991. 

It is important to note that the inter-
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national community has not agreed upon 
a  defi nition of the term terrorism (Deen, 
2005). However, this word has overwhelm-
ingly negative connotations, and the use of it 
by countries and media groups doesn’t help 
move the peace process forward. Language 
is being used today to help reinforce the cur-
rent power structure of the region, and we 
can expect this to continue into the future.

Human Rights Violations

Israel is committing multiple human 
rights violations relating to their settlement 
policy, which the United States should con-
sider as it tries to bring both parties together 
to resolve this confl ict. First, the right to self-
determination for Palestinians is being un-
dermined. Self-determination is defi ned by 
the American Heritage Dictionary as “the 
determination of one’s own fate or course of 
action without compulsion, also defi ned as 
free will” (2014). This principle was clearly 
articulated as a human right in Article 1 of 
the Charter of the United Nations (1945). In 
this case, self-determination is denied to the                       
Palestinian people when Israel builds settle-
ments in the West Bank. While Israel contin-
ues to violate the rights of Palestinians, the                                                                   
Palestinians have moderated some of their 
positions that prevented a peace agree-
ment in the past. Today the PLO agrees to 
the fact that Israel has a right to exist as a 
state (Mozgovaya, 2010). If they didn’t ac-
cept this premise, there would be no founda-
tion to the peace agreement being worked 
on by the two parties over the past decades. 
Expecting Israel to accept the same with re-
gards to Palestine is a reasonable expecta-
tion of the Palestinians.

Palestinian freedom of movement is 
another right that Israeli policy is violat-

ing (Barahona, 2013). This freedom was 
clearly articulated as a human right in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights un-
der Article 13, which states, “Everyone has 
the right to freedom of movement and resi-
dence within the borders of each state and, 
everyone has the right to leave any coun-
try, including his own, and to return to his 
country” (United Nations, 1948, Article 13). 
There are two clear examples of how Israel 
has violated the rights of Palestinian free-
dom of movement. First, they have set up 
roadblocks and checkpoints in parts of the 
territory they have seized. These roadblocks 
represent a clear restriction on the ability of                                                           
Palestinians living in the area to move from 
place to place. The second example is that 
Israel also forbids the usage of some roads 
by Palestinians. While Israel has relaxed 
these restrictions in recent years, they still 
contribute to the diffi culty of both sides to 
come to a peace agreement, angering the 
Palestinians who have felt the economic and 
social impact of these restrictions on their 
movement. A third example is the develop-
ment of a wall separating Israel from the 
west bank. This wall, developed by Israel, 
also inhibits Palestinian freedom of move-
ment. According to a 2005 U.N. report, 
“The Barrier will also affect those people 
living east of it who may need to cross it to 
get to their farms, jobs and services. More 
than 500,000 Palestinians, for example, live 
within a one kilometre strip of the Barrier” 
(Preliminary Analysis, 2005, para. 12). With 
these human rights violations established, a 
moral case can be made that the U.S. must 
use its unique position in the confl ict to en-
courage Israel to address these human rights 
violations
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Foreign Government Perspectives

There are many groups involved in the 
Israeli-Palestinian confl ict, and it is impor-
tant to understand different perspectives on 
the situation. In terms of governments, we 
should look at three different views repre-
sented by foreign governments: the United 
States, the United Nations, and Iran.

The United States has been an ally of    
Israel since the creation of the state in 1948. 
It considers Israel to be one of its closest al-
lies in the area, and treats Israel as a strategic 
interest. Because of their close relationship, 
the United States has been involved as a me-
diator in peace discussions between Israel 
and different groups. In the 1970’s, Jimmy 
Carter was a mediator between Egypt and 
Israel in peace talks, which resulted in a 
peace agreement between the two states.

The Camp David Accords, established 
during the Carter administration, are a great 
example of United States foreign policy. 
Even though these policy decisions oc-
curred almost 35 years ago, many of the 
same decisions with regards to how we 
treat Israel are still in effect today. The Oslo                                   
Accords helped establish peace between                                                        
Israel and Egypt, and they provide a strong 
indication of how the United States has ad-
dressed the Israeli-Palestine confl ict. Ac-
cording to Jeremy Pressman (2013), “The 
most compelling explanation for the core 
elements of Carter policy is that U.S. offi -
cials accepted similar ends but favored dif-
ferent means than most other countries” (p. 
1117). The U.S. at that time (like today) op-
posed Israeli settlements; however, the U.S. 
hoped that a peace treaty which wouldn’t 
adequately address Palestinian issues might 
still lay the groundwork for a later peace 

agreement (Pressman, 2013).
The Camp David Accords established 

two different frameworks: one involved the 
issue of the Palestinian people’s ability to 
establish their own government; the other 
involved Egyptian-Israeli relations, which 
led to a peace agreement between Egypt and 
Israel in 1979.

The fi rst framework failed to achieve 
peace between Israel and Palestine for mul-
tiple reasons. First, the U.S. had decided not 
to push Israel on the issue. The United States 
has a large amount of infl uence in regards to 
Israel, and during the Camp David meetings 
the United States did not push for stronger 
language with regards to Israeli settlement 
policy. This was a calculated decision by 
the Carter administration that more forceful 
language would lead to Israel withdrawing 
from the discussions altogether. Another 
reason the framework failed was because 
it didn’t take a position on Jerusalem. Once 
again, this was done because of expected 
Israeli opposition if it was included in the 
framework. This reoccurring strategy em-
ployed by the United States should be re-
garded as a failure in regards to the Israeli-
Palestinian confl ict. It mirrors other failed 
treaties the U.S. has worked on to obtain 
peace between the two parties.  Another im-
portant point of consideration is the fact that 
these documents are open to interpretation. 
Different interpretations of the same docu-
ment can be used to justify actions that seem 
contrary to the document, as mentioned ear-
lier with Netanyahu’s interpretation of the 
Oslo Accords.

Opposition to this treaty and its at-
tempt to address Israeli settlements point 
out that it may have actually made the sit-
uation worse for the Palestinians. In 1979 
Fayez Sayegh argued, “thanks to the Camp 
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David ‘Framework for Peace,’ an Israeli                                                                  
occupation which the entire international 
community has for eleven years been declar-
ing illegal will now be enabled to maintain 
itself in the Palestinian territories concerned 
as a ‘legitimate’ occupation for several 
more years, if not permanently” (Pressman, 
2013). The idea of legitimizing the settle-
ments by not adequately addressing them is 
a strong argument condemning the Palestin-
ian aspect of the Camp David Accords as a 
failure.

The key aspects of the U.S. position 
during the Camp David Accords are still 
part of our Israeli policy today. The U.S. 
generally supports Israel, its language and 
lack of pressure on the state to address its 
human right violations proves this point. 
These aspects of U.S. foreign policy have 
clearly not provided enough pressure to stop 
Israel from continuing its settlement policy. 
The difference between the position of the 
United States and the United Nations reem-
phasizes differences between our position 
and those of other foreign governments.

The United Nations has a very differ-
ent viewpoint of the confl ict compared 
to the United States. This was made quite 
clear in 2012 with the United Nations                                    
General Assembly Resolution 67/19 (United                                                                                  
Nations, 2012). This resolution made                 
Palestine a non-member observer state of 
the United Nations. This occurred even 
though the United States was one of the few 
dissenting votes for the resolution. A non-
member observer state, while largely a sym-
bolic title, allows Palestine to start pursuing 
charging Israel with human rights violations 
through the International Criminal Court. 
This will allow both sides of the confl ict to 
seek accountability for human rights viola-
tions, which will put additional pressure on 

both parties to reach a peaceful solution to 
the confl ict. Another example of their posi-
tion was their response to the Camp David 
Accords. The United Nations argued that 
the Accords were not valid with regards 
to Palestine because the agreement didn’t 
involve representatives of the Palestinian 
people (United Nations, 1978). This clearly 
violated their right to self-determination.

The United Nations has long maintained 
that the Israeli settlements in Palestine are 
illegal. Following the end of the six-day 
war, the U.N. adopted Security Council                  
Resolution Number 242. This states that 
one of the principles for peace in the Middle 
East should involve the withdrawal of Israeli 
troops from territories it captured as a result 
of the Six-Day War (United Nations, 1967). 
This principle clearly shows the United                                                                      
Nations disapproval of current Israeli policy. 
United Nations foreign policy also stands in 
stark contrast to the policy of Iran, a third 
example of foreign government viewpoints.

Since the Iranian Revolution in 1979, 
Iran has adopted a foreign policy hostile to 
Israel and its existence. In 2012, Hojjat al-
Eslam Ali Shirazi, a representative of the 
Supreme Leader (religious leader) in Iran 
stated that Iran needed “24 hours and an ex-
cuse” to destroy Israel (Paraszczuk, 2012, 
para. 1). These hostile comments by mem-
bers of the Iranian government give cred-
ibility to Israeli defense measures, but do 
not justify violations of the human rights of                                                                             
Palestinians. The United States must con-
sider Israeli reactions to Iranian actions 
when formulating its foreign policy in the 
region.

Iran believes that Israel is an illegitimate 
state, which has no right to the territory it 
currently occupies. The Supreme Leader of 
Iran has stated, “Our claim is freedom of 
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Palestine, not part of Palestine. Any plan 
that partitions Palestine is totally rejected” 
(Aljazeera, 2011, para. 3). This is a clear 
distinction from the positions of the United 
States and the United Nations, since it re-
jects that Israel has the right to any land in 
the area.

The U.S. has had three distinctive per-
spectives toward Israel’s human rights vio-
lations. Three states representing these per-
spectives are the United States, the United 
Nations, and Iran. Among these perspec-
tives the United Nations has the strongest 
policy from a human rights point of view. 
Their argument of denouncing human rights 
violations committed by both sides in the 
confl ict lends their position credibility. The 
United States should consider the value of 
a human rights perspective as it encourages 
talks between Israel and Palestine.

Non-Governmental Organization 
Perspectives

Non-Governmental Organizations pro-
vide a valuable perspective and knowledge 
that should be considered alongside govern-
mental viewpoints. In terms of non-govern-
mental organizations, B’Tselem is one of the 
most infl uential with respect to this confl ict. 
The main reason B’Tselem is so well regard-
ed on this issue is the fact that it is a group 
composed of Israeli citizens who don’t want 
to downplay the human rights violations in 
Palestine committed by the Israeli govern-
ment. The group has documented numerous 
human rights violations since its creation in 
1989. Their website states their position on 
Israeli settlements quite clearly: “Consider-
ing the fact that the settlements are illegal, 
and given the attendant human rights vio-
lations, B’Tselem calls on Israel to vacate 

all settlements. Such evacuation must be               
conducted in a manner that respects the set-
tlers’ rights, including payment of compen-
sation” (B’Tselem, 2013).

Another infl uential group in this 
confl ict is The American Israel Public                                       
Affairs Committee (AIPAC). Located in 
the United States, this organization calls 
itself America’s Pro-Israel Lobby. In                                                              
Congress, AIPAC is one of the most infl uen-
tial groups with regards to this issue. To get 
a better idea of how this group views Israeli 
human rights violations, we should look to 
their statement on why the U.S. and Israel 
should have a strong bond. On their web-
site, AIPAC states, “Commitment to democ-
racy, the rule of law, freedom of religion and 
speech and human rights are all core val-
ues shared between the United States and                                                                                            
Israel” (Shared Values, 2013). This state-
ment does not acknowledge the human 
rights violations taking place in occupied 
territories, and instead portrays Israel’s 
democratic and court systems as proof that 
it respects human rights. Just because Israel 
has positive human rights with regards to 
the treatment of its own citizens does not 
justify the omission of details regarding 
Palestinians living under Israeli rule. An in-
teresting point to note is the fact that both 
B’Tselem and AIPAC support a two state 
solution. Even with differences of perspec-
tive on Israel’s human rights record, they 
both agree that Palestinians should have an 
independent state as part of any fi nal agree-
ment between the two parties.

Amnesty International is a reputable or-
ganization that reports on human rights vio-
lations occurring throughout the world. One 
strong indicator of their unbiased coverage 
of violations occurring in this area is the fact 
that they published an article condemning 
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Hamas human rights violations. They list 
multiple policies Israel is pursuing which 
have led to human rights violations in the 
2013 Universal Periodic Review. Among 
these are: The fence/wall that is restricting 
the Palestinians’ freedom of movement,                
Israel’s unwillingness to cooperate with the 
U.N. Human Rights Council when they in-
vestigated the impact of the settlements, and 
Israel’s unwillingness to cooperate with the 
United Nations fact fi nding mission with re-
gards to Operation “Cast Lead,” which was 
a military operation done by Israel in 2008 
and 2009. The mission found that Israel 
committed war crimes and possible crimes 
against humanity, which Israel didn’t ac-
cept. The fact that the group has publicized 
these human rights violations makes them a 
powerful group in the fi eld of human rights 
(Israel | Amnesty International, 2012). The 
United States should use the consensus of 
NGO’s in favor of a two state solution to 
pressure both parties towards such a solu-
tion.

Political Barriers

An underlying issue the U.S. should con-
sider, which is preventing a peaceful resolu-
tion to this problem, is the politics of both 
states. Both states have extremist elements 
who oppose a peace agreement that could 
be accepted by both sides. As an example 
of how these extremists have infl uenced 
the politics of peace, the prime minister of              
Israel, who signed the Oslo Accords in 1993 
with Palestine, was assassinated by a far 
right extremist (BBC, 1995). It is important 
to consider the implications of this on the 
peace process as a whole. The assassination 
stood as a warning to government offi cials 
who would otherwise move forward with 

the principles outlined in the accords. This 
will be an impediment to those encourag-
ing a peaceful resolution of this confl ict.                 
Palestinian politics also represents a signifi -
cant problem in the peace process.

The recent history of the Palestinian 
political system refl ects the divide between 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The 2006 
elections for the Palestinian Legislative 
council resulted in Hamas winning 74 of 
the 132 seats on the council (Wilson, 2006). 
This was believed to have occurred for two 
reasons. First, Fatah was seen as a corrupt 
political party that simply took its power 
for granted. Hamas capitalized on this by 
running on a platform emphasizing reform. 
They could point to local areas where they 
had governed and demonstrated an adher-
ence to that ideal. Second, Palestinians are 
increasingly frustrated with the current 
peace process. This process has gone on 
for decades with the Palestinians still hav-
ing their human rights violated by Israelis 
on a day-to-day basis. These reasons show 
the diffi culty for a future peace agreement 
between the Israelis and the Palestinians. 
Even though Fatah is still negotiating with 
Israel, the last election clearly shows Pales-
tinian frustration at the situation they fi nd 
themselves in.

Israel’s election process refl ects the 
broad views on the confl ict. The cur-
rent government is represented by Prime                      
Minister Netanyahu. Although the Likud 
party has been part of multiple attempts to 
ensure peace between the two parties in the 
past, their 1999 party charter stated:

The Jewish communities in Judea, Samaria 
and Gaza are the realization of Zionist val-
ues. Settlement of the land is a clear expres-
sion of the unassailable right of the Jewish 
people to the Land of Israel and constitutes 
an important asset in the defense of the vital 
interests of the State of Israel. The Likud 
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will continue to strengthen and develop 
these communities and will prevent their 
uprooting (as cited in Likud, n.d.).

These views still hold a sway over the 
politics of Israel, and refl ect their view that 
Israeli settlements aren’t a human rights vi-
olation. As the United States considers what 
leverage it has towards both groups, it must 
keep in mind the political considerations 
both sides bring to the negotiations. Anoth-
er consideration is how Israel will react to 
changes in Iran’s nuclear program.

A recent development involving Iran 
that may complicate resolving the Israeli-
Palestinian confl ict is its nuclear program. 
Iran’s nuclear program has been a point of 
contention between it and countries like the 
United States and Israel. Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram started in the 1950’s with the help of 
the United States while Iran was still ruled 
by the Shah. Today, there are economic 
sanctions in place against Iran as a conse-
quence of it continuing to develop its nu-
clear program, with the concern being that 
the country will obtain a nuclear weapon. In 
2013, Iran came to an agreement with six 
world powers that would increase oversight, 
freeze the development of certain aspects of 
the nuclear program, and reduce sanctions 
on the country and allow them access to fro-
zen assets valued at less than 7 billion dol-
lars (Gearan & Warrick, 2013).

Prime Minister Netanyahu has called the 
deal a “historic mistake” (Booth, 2013, para. 
1). Israel argues that this deal will make it 
easier for Iran to obtain a nuclear weapon. 
This reasoning doesn’t hold up to scrutiny 
for two reasons; fi rst, increased oversight 
will be able to determine if Iran is pursu-
ing a nuclear weapon; second, our current 
strategy of sanctions wasn’t a strong enough 
deterrent to Iran pursuing nuclear weapons. 
The economic hardship could be predicted 

to frustrate the citizens of Iran, increasing 
the number of people who would like the 
government to pursue a nuclear weapon as 
a means of increasing Iran’s power. The im-
pact this will have on U.S.-Israeli relations 
in regards to the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict 
remains to be seen. This historic deal is not 
perfect, but there is hope that fi nancial in-
centives and the remaining threat of military 
action will encourage Iran to stop pursuing 
a nuclear weapon, and focus on developing 
nuclear energy to improve its economy.

United States Leverage

The United States can have a positive 
effect on the negotiations between Israel 
and Palestine. Jimmy Carter’s successful 
mediation of the peace treaty between Israel 
and Egypt attests to this point. The close re-
lationship the U.S. has to Israel, compared 
to other governments, makes them more 
likely to consider changes in U.S. foreign 
policy when considering changes to their 
own policy. The United States has a clear 
moral obligation to use the leverage it has 
to encourage Israel to address and reduce 
its human rights violations. To do this, it is 
important to fi rst consider what leverage the 
United States actually has.

Diplomatic relations with Israel is one 
of our main points of leverage. The United 
States has been an ally of Israel since the 
creation of the state in 1948, and has had 
diplomatic relations with the state since that 
time. However, diplomatic relations have 
been strained between the Obama and the 
Netanyahu administrations.

The Obama administration has had 
many disagreements with Israel’s govern-
ment, which has strained their relationship. 
The U.S. has pushed Netanyahu to freeze 
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all settlements in the West Bank as well 
as in East Jerusalem. In 2009, Netanyahu 
agreed to freeze some of these settlements 
but the settlements continued to be built 
in East Jerusalem, which was the basis for                                                                                  
Palestinians refusing to enter negotia-
tions at that time (Kessler, 2009). In 2013,                         
Secretary of State John Kerry worked 
with both parties in an attempt to reach a 
peace agreement. In a press briefi ng on                             
December 6, 2013, Kerry stated that,                                                            
“Netanyahu could not move forward on 
other core issues before resolving security 
concerns” (Ravid, 2013). Our infl uence is 
clear in our recent attempts to try and form 
a plan both parties can accept.

Another point of leverage the U.S. 
has towards Israel is our foreign aid to the 
country. According to the Congressional 
Research Service, “Israel is the largest cu-
mulative recipient of U.S. foreign assistance 
since World War II. To date, the United 
States has provided Israel $118 billion (cur-
rent, or non-infl ation-adjusted, dollars) in 
bilateral assistance” (Sharp, 2013). In 2011, 
the U.S. provided 3.026 billion dollars to     
Israel. A huge percentage of this foreign aid 
is military based, although a small portion 
of this aid is economic based. In 2011 for 
example, economic aid made up just over 1 
percent of foreign aid to the country, while 
military aid added up to well over 95 per-
cent of  the aid. United States’ military aid is 
provided to Israel on the expectation that it 
is used purely for defensive measures by the 
Israeli military (Sharp, 2013). This distinc-
tion appears important at fi rst but with closer 
scrutiny doesn’t seem to be a useful rule to 
our military aid. This is because the funding 
that the U.S. provides Israel for defensive 
purposes allows Israel to divert funds that 
would have been used for defense to other 

parts of the military instead.
Financial assistance is another point 

of leverage we have with the Palestinians. 
In 2011, the U.S. provided the West Bank 
government (Fatah) with 463 million dol-
lars in economic aid (Sharp, 2013). This 
could be used to provide leverage with re-
gards to the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict as 
well as the reunifi cation of both Palestinian 
governments. This aid has been even more 
important following Israel’s policies which 
have reduced Palestinian economic freedom 
as well as freedom of movement. With its 
points of leverage established, the U.S. can 
formulate changes in foreign policy that ad-
dress human rights violations occurring in 
the region.

Policy Proposal

With main points of leverage estab-
lished, the U.S. should consider the human 
rights violations taking place, and what 
it should do to help deter the parties from 
committing them. One of the main human 
rights violations occurring in the region 
is the establishment of Israeli settlements 
in the West Bank. While Prime Minister                                                                        
Netanyahu temporarily froze settlement 
expansion in an agreement with President 
Obama, the fact that this was only a partial 
freeze on settlement expansion was why 
Palestinians still refused to negotiate at that 
point (Washington Post, 2010). As long 
as Israel maintains its right to build settle-
ments on land seized after the Six-Day War, 
the chances of Palestine accepting a peace 
agreement are severely diminished. The 
United States has a moral duty to change 
their foreign policy with regards to these 
settlements.

The United States can have a role 
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promoting human rights with regards to                    
settlements in the West Bank. First, the 
United States should fi nally declare that 
the settlements are illegal. This change in 
language is simply an acknowledgment of 
the situation at hand. The settlement policy 
is a clear violation of the Fourth Geneva                                                                
Convention. This wouldn’t lead to a dramat-
ic change in Israeli-United States relations 
as the U.S. would still be a staunch sup-
porter of Israel with regards to its right to 
self-defense. At the same time, this change 
in language from “illegitimate” to “illegal” 
by one of Israel’s allies could produce ad-
ditional pressure on Israel to put a freeze on 
all new settlement projects.

The U.S. should also consider modifying 
its current fi nancial aid to Israel depending 
on Israel’s settlement policy. A reasonable 
change would be that if Israeli settlement 
expansion continues, the U.S. will reduce its 
contribution to Israeli military defense op-
erations by 10 percent. This is a reasonable 
proposal, and it also refl ects the fi nancial 
situation the United States faces following 
the late 2000’s recession. In 2011 the United 
States contributed about 3 billion dollars to 
the Israeli military budget of 14 billion dol-
lars (Aljazeera, 2012). Putting this 10 per-
cent reduction in perspective, this would be 
the equivalent to a 2.1 percent reduction in 
the overall military budget of  Israel. This 
shows how small a reduction this would be, 
and at the same time the Israeli government 
can shift fi nances from other parts of the 
military to make up the difference if they 
wish. The United States could instead con-
tribute the 300 million dollars in funds to 
West Bank fi nancial assistance to help those 
dealing with relocation because of Israeli 
settlement expansion. This policy would 
show the Palestinian people that while the 

U.S. is a fi rm supporter of Israel, there will 
be economic consequences if the Israeli 
government decides to pursue a settlement 
expansion policy.

Resolving the question of how settle-
ments should be incorporated into Israel or 
disbanded and the land annexed to Palestine 
will be key to any resolving peace between 
the two parties. An underlying premise to 
this issue is that a one state solution will 
not work. In a 2013 interview, Kate Gould 
of the Friends Committee on National                                                                          
Legislation argued that such a solution 
would not work because Jews would be a 
minority of the population in Israel (Gould, 
2013). It wouldn’t appear possible that a 
Jewish state could be maintained with a mi-
nority Jewish population, and because of 
that Israel is sure to oppose such a plan.

Many plans that attempt to deal with 
Israeli settlements in a way that both sides 
will agree to involve land swaps. In this 
scenario, some of the Israeli settlements 
would be incorporated into Israel, and Israel 
would in return annex some of its land to 
Palestine. Disagreement arises over which 
areas should be swapped, the percentage 
of settlers incorporated into Israel, and the 
amount of territory that should be given up 
by each party. Comparing the two different 
maps proposed by the two parties in 2008 
makes these differences clear. Israel’s plan 
would involve 87 percent of settlers be-
ing incorporated into Israel, with 7.9 per-
cent of Palestinian territory being ceded by                         
Palestine and 5 percent of Israeli territory 
being incorporated into the West Bank                                                                   
(Aronson, 2013). The Palestinian plan in-
volves 63 percent of settlers being incor-
porated into Israel, with both Palestine and                                                                                       
Israel giving up an equal (1.5 percent) 
amount of land (Aronson, 2013). Without 
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modifying these plans, it’s clear that the  
Palestinian plan is the more reasonable of 
the two. The primary reason for this is be-
cause it has an equal percentage of land 
being given up by both parties. The 2008              
Israeli plan doesn’t meet this standard, but 
it could be modifi ed to do so.

The land swap proposal presents some 
complications that will need to be overcome 
if a peace agreement is to be reached. One 
major issue is that the 2008 proposed land 
swap from Israel proposed giving additional 
land to Palestine by incorporating it into the 
Gaza Strip. The idea that the land propos-
als could involve the Gaza strip when its 
citizens have no representation in the ne-
gotiations is problematic, and should be 
addressed by Fatah and Hamas. If a unifi ed 
Palestinian government cannot be formed 
before an agreement is reached between  
Fatah and Israel, the agreement should be 
put to a popular vote to allow Palestinians in 
the Gaza Strip to have input on the proposal. 
Ideally, the Gaza Strip and the West Bank 
will have a unifi ed government to ensure 
a peace agreement refl ects the interest of                                                                  
Palestinians from both areas.

The United States also has leverage 
with regards to a land swap deal. From a 
diplomacy perspective, there is a need for 
both sides to annex an equal amount of ter-
ritory as an important requirement for any 
fair deal. The U.S. should also stress to                                                                               
Fatah the necessity for both parts of                       
Palestine to be brought together and for 
democratic elections to be held. Until this is 
completed, it is diffi cult to imagine a peace 
agreement that will actually ensure peace in 
the area.

The United States should pledge to help 
Israel fi nancially in the case of a land swap 
that displaces some of their citizens. This 

is an accepted situation under either of the 
aforementioned 2008 land swap plans. Be-
cause the settlements are located throughout 
the West Bank, it is clear that any land swap 
proposal will require some Israelis to ei-
ther migrate to Israel or become citizens of                                                                               
Palestine. The U.S. should increase fi nancial 
aid to Israel by 10 percent to help address 
the fi nancial needs of those who choose 
to migrate back to Israel. Palestine should 
allow those displaced the opportunity to 
choose whether they would like to become 
citizens of Palestine or if they would like to 
return to Israel.

Conclusion

The United States is in a unique posi-
tion to infl uence both parties in the Israeli-                                                                        
Palestinian confl ict. The U.S. should en-
courage Israel to cease its construction of 
Israeli settlements in the West Bank, and 
work towards a land swap plan with the                      
Palestinians that includes both parties giv-
ing up an equal amount of territory. Any 
diplomatic or fi nancial changes to U.S. for-
eign policy towards Israel must consider 
the threat that countries like Iran still pose 
to the country, while also showing Israel 
that it cannot continue ignoring the rights 
of  Palestinians and expect no change in its 
relationship with the United States. Hope-
fully, with the issue of Israeli settlements 
resolved, the two parties can work towards 
a broader framework of land swaps that fi -
nally brings peace to the region.
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