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General Assembly: ECOFIN 

Topic: Permanent Sovereignty of the Palestinian people in the Occupied 

Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem, and of the Arab population in the 

occupied Syrian Golan over their natural resources 

The conflict over the Occupied Palestinian Territories is not only an issue of disputed territory but also 

over natural resources. Resources—including land, water, minerals, natural gas and oil—have been 

contested, with Israel and Palestine both claiming ownership. However, Israel has maintained control 

over the majority of the resources, including 85 percent of the water. Where Palestine sees this as illegal 

seizure of these resources, Israel maintains that it has the right to these resources. The World Bank 

estimates the resources in the West Bank are worth $3 billion USD, with minerals alone estimated to be 

worth $900 million USD. The conflict over resources leads to other pressing challenges, such as violence; 

it also shapes who benefits economically from the resources. One area of particular contention are the 

gas reserves off the coast of the Gaza strip. The conflicts over natural resources contribute to larger 

issues of violence and conflict in the region. While this problem has had continued attention from the 

United Nations, solutions are difficult to identify. 

Though the conflict between Israel and Palestine has been a topic of discussion for the United Nations, 

the United Nations General Assembly first discussed permanent sovereignty over natural resources in 

the occupied Arab territories in 1973. The resolution was partially a response to Israel’s settlement 

policy established in 1967. The policy encouraged the establishment of settlements in East Jerusalem, 

the West Bank and the Golan Heights. These Israeli settlements often cause tension around natural 

resources, both by using water and land for agriculture and by encouraging mining and other economic 

activities. In a resolution passed during the 1973 meeting, the General Assembly emphasized the 

importance of international collaboration to address this problem. The General Assembly requested that 

the Secretary-General report on specific exploitation and regulations enforced by Israel that may deter 

Palestinian economic development. 

In 1983 the UN General Assembly recognized the rights of the Palestinian people to the resources within 

the occupied territories and stated that Israel’s actions are illegal exploitation of these resources and 

their economic potential. Israel and its supporters maintain that Israel’s actions do not break any laws. 

They argue instead that Israel has the right to defend itself and its territory. In 2005, the Secretary-

General reported on Israel’s continued support of new settlements in the occupied Palestinian 

territories. This report argues that the settlement activity violates international law, blocks investment 

and commercial activities, and degrades the environment. The Secretary-General notes that many of the 

same issues exist in the occupied Syrian Golan Heights. The report also highlights concerns about the 

water taxes imposed upon Palestinians and Syrians, in addition to the wells dug by Israel in the occupied 

territories. As of 2005, this report and previous resolutions have not deterred Israel. The World Bank 

estimates that the lost potential income is equivalent of 33 percent of Palestine’s GDP, and show that 

the Palestinian economy shrinks by $3.4 billion USD annually. 

The international community continues to debate this issue, with consensus often difficult to reach. In 

2011, the UN Security Council discussed the issue but was unable to pass a resolution on Israeli 

settlements. Since its first resolution on this topic, the United Nations General Assembly has reviewed 
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the issue on a biennial basis, passing resolutions expressing concern about the environmental 

degradation caused by farms and pollution. In order to better address these issues, the United Nations 

General Assembly tasked United Nations Development Program (UNDP) to provide direct aid to the 

Palestinian people in resolution 33/147. The UNDP in turn launched the Programme of Assistance to the 

Palestinian People (PAPP) in 1980. Through the PAPP, the UNDP delivers funds and training to the 

Palestinian people to develop jobs and infrastructure. In order to do this, the UNDP mobilizes the 

international community for funding, personnel and resources for the PAPP. Since 1980, the UNDP has 

provided $1.7 billion USD in development assistance to the Palestinian people. This aid has funded many 

projects, including those that focus on natural resource and environmental management. The UNDP 

recognizes the importance of managing essential resources such as water and land. Environmental 

degradation and water sanitation continue to be major challenges for the UNDP and the Palestinian 

people. Many areas of the occupied territories struggle with water sanitation. Despite 70 percent of the 

homes in Gaza being connected to a sewage system, the infrastructure is in need of major repairs and 

has led to contamination of the aquifer. Continued efforts to address these issues will be crucial to 

prevent further degradation of infrastructure and ensure access to essential resources. 

Today, many agencies in the international community and the United Nations continue to condemn 

Israeli actions due to their effects on the Palestinian economy. The United Nations Conference on Trade 

and Development called these actions ‘de-development’ of Palestine in their 2017 report Assistance to 

the Palestinian People: Developments in the Economy of the Occupied Palestinian Territory. This report 

highlights how Israeli actions have negatively affected the Palestinian economy, and shows how 

resources drawn from the occupied territories play a major role in this downturn for the Palestinians. In 

addition to the UN, the European Union called upon Israel to stop the exploitation of resources in the 

occupied territories. 

Palestinian protest groups first proposed the boycott, divest, sanction (BDS) movement to pressure 

Israel to change its behavior. This movement calls upon the international community to boycott 

products from Israel until they cease construction of settlements, dismantle the separation wall and 

commit to protecting the rights of the Palestinian people. Opponents of this approach state that it is 

unclear if BDS has been effective. Some proponents of the two-state solution have also proposed as a 

solution an agreement that the largest Israeli settlements would be identified as Israeli territory and be 

exchanged with the same amount of land for the Palestinian people. This exchange of land would also 

take into account the resources and economic potential of the areas. This solution would require greater 

coordination outside of the United Nations General Assembly to achieve, but would help address issues 

with natural resources within the occupied territories. Additionally, consensus within the international 

community has been difficult to achieve concerning the Israel-Palestine conflict. In order for the United 

Nations to implement solutions to this conflict, consensus will be an important part to any strategy. 

Questions to Consider:  

 How can the international community ensure that economic gains from resources in occupied or 

contested territories are distributed fairly? What role can or should non-state actors play in 

encouraging resolution of the issue through actions like BDS? 

 How can the United Nations ensure that Palestinians have adequate access to water and other 

essential resources? 
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 What steps can the United Nations take to prevent further environmental degradation? What 

role might Israel and Palestine play in preventing that degradation? 
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