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fter five years, Batsheva 
Reback could not take 
living in an Israeli set-
tlement in the occupied 
West Bank any longer.

Despite renting a house with a 
garden for far less than it would 
cost in Israel itself, it did not make 
sense. Her new apartment in Israel 
may be small but, unlike where she 
used to live, it has a supermarket 
and a clinic nearby. It is a quicker 
commute to work and she feels her 
children are safer.

“It’s easier to get things done,” 
said the 26-year-old kindergarten 
assistant, adding that the deci-
sion was not based on expedience 
alone. “I started feeling uncom-
fortable living in a settlement. Per-
sonally, I don’t think building more 
and more settlements is going to 
help bring peace,” Reback said.

To the world, the narrative on 
Israeli settlements often reads one 
way: More of them being built, 
with more settlers moving in. 
There are, however, cracks in the 
picture and signs that Reback’s 

perspective is not uncommon. Set-
tlers are getting fed up.

Statistics show the population 
continues to rise, having reached 
about 400,000 in the West Bank 
and 200,000 in East Jerusalem.

Behind the figures lies a differ-
ent story. Although the popula-
tion may have risen by nearly two-
thirds in the past decade, the rate 
of increase has slowed sharply, 
Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics 
said.

A decade ago, for every 1,000 
settlers living in occupied territory, 
20 more arrived each year. Now the 
expansion rate is six per 1,000.

“The settlement enterprise is 
waning and what is left is being 
artificially kept alive by the gov-
ernment pouring money in,” said 
Shaul Arieli, an analyst at the Eco-
nomic Cooperation Foundation, 
a think-tank that advocates for a 
two-state solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

Since capturing the West Bank 
in the 1967 Middle East war, Israeli 
governments have helped estab-
lish more than 120 settlements, 
spending billions of dollars to 
build tens of thousands of homes 
and the infrastructure to support 
them.

There are also scores of informal 
settler outposts, some of which 
have received government fund-
ing.

Israel’s right-wing government 
has promised to build thousands 
more units this year to accommo-
date what it calls “natural growth” 
— families having more children.

Yet while population growth in 
the settlements is higher than the 
national average, its rate is also 
falling: In 1995, it stood at 10%. By 
2015, was 4%.

Leaders of the settler move-
ment say the decline stems from 
government curbs on construc-
tion: People are not moving to the 
settlements because there are not 
enough homes to house them.

The international community 
views settlements on occupied 
land as a breach of international 
law and an obstacle to peace be-
tween Israelis and Palestinians, 
who envision a state in the West 
Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza.

Palestinians see any expansion 
of settlements as part of an Israeli 
project to deny them a state.

“They are building settlements 
at a rate of construction that is 
politically motivated,” Xavier Abu 
Eid, spokesman for the Palestinian 
Authority’s Negotiations Affairs 

Department. “Settlements and the 
incentives given to settlers are part 
of the Israeli government’s agenda. 
The two-state solution is clearly 
not.”

Settlement population growth 
is now largely driven by a handful 
of settlements built for the ultra-
Orthodox community, whose fam-
ilies on average have six children.

Over the past two decades, the 
two main ultra-orthodox settle-
ments — Beitar Illit and Modiin Il-
lit — have grown from comprising 
about 10% of the West Bank settler 
population to making up nearly 
one-third of it.

Unlike many of the hard-line, 
ideological settlements deep in 
the West Bank, Beitar Illit and Mo-
diin Illit are adjacent to Israel and 

would probably be incorporated 
in any peace deal with the Pales-
tinians. Their cramped apartment 
blocks stand in stark contrast to 
the red-roofed, spacious houses 
with gardens that identify most 
settlements built on West Bank 
hilltops.

Ultra-Orthodox residents say 
they moved here because it is 
cheap. The conflict with the Pal-
estinians and settling the land are 
not on their minds.

“Politically I’m not bothered. 
All those global considerations 
are not something the average 
ultra-Orthodox family can afford,” 
said 37-year-old Motti Hizkiyahu, 
standing outside a discount store 
in Modiin Illit.

While the rate of people mov-
ing to settlements and the growth 
within them has tapered, there are 
also signs of a generational shift 
in some of the most established, 
ideological settlements that spear-
headed the movement in the 
1970s.

Itzik Fleger, a real-estate agent in 
Beit-El settlement, said the found-
ing generation is ageing, their chil-
dren are grown and some have 
moved away.

Arieli said the reality is different. 
While the settlements are numer-
ous, with vast state infrastructure 
to support them, the enterprise is 
not big enough to sustain itself, he 
argued.

“The settlement movement 
has failed in creating the physi-
cal conditions for annexation,” he 
said, referring to the push to annex 
the area in which nearly all settle-
ments are located. “The two-state 
solution is still strong and viable.”

(Reuters)
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alestinian Child’s Day was 
marked on April 5th with 
a focus on the plight of 
minors detained in Israeli 
jails amid reports of grim 

conditions faced by the children.
The Palestinian Authority Infor-

mation Ministry released a state-
ment accusing Israeli authorities 
of waging a war against Palestinian 
children and called on international 
bodies to hold Israel responsible for 
“violations” against children.

The statement said the Israeli 
army had killed 35 children and ar-
rested 350 others in 2016.

Palestinian Child’s Day is meant 
as “a call for protection to be afford-
ed to our children”, the statement 
said. “Palestinian children need in-
ternational protection and societal 
care to guide their future and afford 
the minimum rights recognised in 
the international conventions.”

In an opinion article published in 
al-Quds newspaper, Palestinian Au-
thority Minister of Social Develop-
ment Ibrahim al-Shaer wrote: “We 
are witnessing an escalation by the 
Israeli occupation against Palestin-
ian children.”

The minister said five Palestin-

ian children had been killed so far 
in 2017 and 350 remain imprisoned.

The Palestinian Committee of 
Prisoners’ Affairs said Israeli courts 
fined Palestinian minors impris-
oned in the Ofer detention centre 
a total of $15,420 in February and 
$14,000 in January.

Figures released by the Palestin-
ian Prisoners Centre for Studies 
stated that 70 Palestinian minors 
were detained by Israeli forces in 
February.

Ahead of Palestinian Child’s Day, 
a conference in the West Bank fo-
cused on child detainees.

“It is our responsibility to end 
the war on our children. The inter-
national community must stand 
as one human rights council and 
hold Israel accountable,” Palestin-
ian Prime Minister Rami Hamdal-
lah said at the conference’s partici-
pants, the Palestine News Network 
reported.

The conference also provided a 
platform for former child detainees, 
who spoke about their experiences, 
in addition to a panel of psychia-
trists who explained detention’s ef-
fects on children’s mental health.

The Israeli non-governmental 
organisation Military Court Watch 
(MCW), which monitors the treat-
ment of children in Israeli deten-
tion, conducted a study based on 
testimonies from 450 Palestin-
ian children detained from 2013-
16. The study was meant to follow 
Israeli practices following a 2013 
UNICEF report that urged changes 
in the treatment of Palestinian child 
detainees.

MCW said the Israeli government 
did not implement the UNICEF 
recommendations and pointed out 
there had been a sharp increase in 

child detention rates since 2013.
MCW said 51% of children in 

2016 reported being arrested at 
night; 92% of children reported 
being tied upon arrest; 83% of chil-
dren reported being blindfolded; 
60% of children said they experi-
enced some form of physical abuse 
during arrest, transfer or interro-
gation; 87% of children reported 
not being informed of their right 
to silence under military law; and 
61% of parents reported not be-
ing notified of the reasons for ar-
rest or place of detention in cases 
in which children were arrested at 
home.

“There is evidence to indicate 
that up to 90% of children detained 
by the military in the West Bank 
continue to be interrogated with-
out prior access to a lawyer,” wrote 
MCW on its website. That figure is 
an improvement on the total lack 
of access to lawyers that MCW re-
corded in 2013.

In an investigative report pub-
lished in the Israeli daily Haaretz, 
journalist Amira Hass pointed to 
a case in which the suggested evi-
dence against a child accused of 
throwing stones against Israeli sol-
diers was that he was “nearby” the 
incident.

The Israel Defence Forces (IDF) 
released a statement to Haaretz 
stating: “The IDF has been dealing 
in recent years with a growing phe-
nomenon of involvement of minors 
in the West Bank in offences, among 
them serious security offences. En-
forcement of the law against mi-

nors is done with consideration 
for their age. Thus, for example, as 
a rule they are questioned by spe-
cially qualified youth interrogators; 
their periods of detention are short-
er than for adults; and their case is 
brought before a military court for 
youth.

“The IDF acts at all times to en-
sure that in cases in which it is 
necessary to enforce the law with 
regard to minors, this is done while 
maintaining their legal rights and 
with consideration for their age. 
Military prosecutors have been in 
touch with UNICEF personnel on 
matters connected to the rights of 
minors and concerning allegations 
raised in the last [UNICEF] report. 
IDF soldiers are instructed about 
the rules applying to the treatment 
of minors, especially regarding the 
ages at which it is possible to hold 
minors in detention. Every claim 
concerning a specific case will be 
investigated as to its particulars.”

Palestinian Child’s 
Day marked with 
focus on detained 
minors
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A bleak picture of childhood. An Israeli border policeman arrests a Palestinian boy following clashes 
in the West Bank, on March 7th.               (AP)

Cracks in the picture. Buildings under construction are seen in 
the Israeli settlement of Modiin Illit in the occupied West Bank.

(Reuters)

90% of children
detained by the 
military are 
interrogated 
without prior 
access to a lawyer.

60% of children
report 
experiencing 
some form of 
physical abuse 
during arrest.

Xavier Abu Eid, spokesman for 
the Palestinian Authority’s 
Negotiations Affairs 
Department

The Israelis are 
building 
settlements at a 
rate of construction 
that is politically 
motivated.”


