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Between the neighborhood of Bayt 
Hanina and the Qalandiya checkpoint 
in East Jerusalem sits Atarot industrial 
settlement, currently the largest industrial 
park in the Jerusalem area and the site 
of businesses ranging from Coca-Cola’s 
distribution center to a waste treatment 
plant.1 Atarot can be accessed either 
through its innocuous main entrance off 
of highway 45 or by driving alongside the 
annexation wall.2 One entrance depicts 
the grandeur of a well-financed industrial 
zone; while the other reveals the stark 
contrast between Palestinian residential 
areas and hallmarks of occupation, such as 
the checkpoint and wall, that surround it. 
As one United Nations agency expressed, 
“Every square meter in East Jerusalem is a 
plot of politics.”3 Most often, the focus is 
on highly symbolic land in and around the 
Old City. But Atarot, one of an estimated 
nineteen Israeli industrial settlements in 
the West Bank – illegal under international 
law – is home to a less visible but an 
equally complex set of political issues.4

Underlying these various “plots of 
politics” is Israel’s aim of establishing 
Jerusalem as its undivided capital, with a 
demographic majority of Israeli Jews to 
Palestinians at a 70:30 ratio. Toward this 
objective, Israel has established residential 
and touristic settlements, as well as 
the industrial settlement of Atarot, to 
forcefully establish “facts on the ground” 
in the city, while simultaneously imposing 
an array of policies and practices to deepen 
its control over the Palestinian population 
therein. As a result, Palestinians in 
Jerusalem face choices in relation to their 
lives and livelihoods that are partially 
or wholly defined by the occupation, 
requiring them to continually adapt to 
and resist the Israeli measures that target 
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them. Their reality is characterized by an obstructed economy, scarce land resources, 
and movement restrictions, among countless other policies.

This paper examines the situation faced by Palestinians holding Jerusalem identity 
cards and more specifically the decision by some Palestinians to establish businesses in 
Atarot. Forced to operate in an environment shaped by a web of ever-expanding policies 
that target them as well as the cumulative impact of over fifty years of occupation 
and nearly a century of British and Israeli colonial rule, Palestinian business owners, 
workers, and consumers inevitably draw their own lines on matters ranging from “crony 
capitalism” to boycott. 

Although this paper draws on interviews conducted with a number of Palestinian 
business owners operating in Atarot5 in 2017, it does not contend to be a comprehensive 
reflection of the opinions or motivations of all Palestinian business owners in the 
settlement. Rather, it seeks to highlight Israeli policies – including those that have been 
systematically documented by the UN and international and local organizations, among 
others – and consider how such policies have informed the choices and perspectives of 
Palestinians in Jerusalem, including those interviewed. The article also considers the 
application of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights within the 
manipulative and coercive environment created by Israel.

Creating Atarot

Zionist settlers first established a settlement of Atarot in 1912, following the purchase of 
its land by a company for the Jewish National Fund (JNF).6 The lands were abandoned 
before World War I and in 1920 British Mandate authorities built the Jerusalem Airport 
(also referred to as Qalandiya Airport or Atarot Airport) in the area. The settlement was 
reestablished in 1922 following the purchase of additional land by the JNF.7 In 1945, 
an estimated 433 dunums in the Atarot area were Jewish-owned and 68 dunums were 
public land; only 33 dunums of this total area was considered “built-up.”8 Between 
January and May 1948, British Mandate authorities urged the Jewish community in 
Atarot to evacuate, and by 14 May, the remaining inhabitants left the settlement to join 
fighting in Neve Ya’akov.9

Having occupied East Jerusalem and the rest of the West Bank in June 1967, Israel 
unilaterally expanded the municipal boundaries of Jerusalem and immediately began 
expropriating land in and around East Jerusalem. Since the start of the occupation, the 
Israeli government expropriated some 26,300 dunams (approximately 6,499 acres) 
of land in East Jerusalem, most of it Palestinian-owned.10 Atarot industrial settlement 
was established by the Jerusalem Economic Corporation in 1970, on the lands of Bayt 
Hanina, and has a detailed outline plan that covers 1,530 dunums (378 acres).11 Atarot 
industrial settlement is thus significantly larger than both the 33 dunums of “built-up” 
land comprising the first Jewish settlement and the lands controlled by the JNF in 1945. 
The Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs and other sources often ignore this fact, and 
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instead assert that the settlement in its entirety reestablishes a historic site and ties.12 
In 2001, following the start of the second intifada, the Jerusalem airport closed and 

was taken over by the Israeli Ministry of Defense;13 meanwhile, the occupancy rate in 
the industrial zone fell to 30 percent.14 The situation allowed for Palestinian businesses 
to increase their presence there.15 The Atarot website currently notes that the settlement 
has 160 factories with 4,000 employees, three-quarters of whom are Palestinian and 
the remainder Jewish.16 Despite making up a significant majority of the workforce in 
Atarot, as one report noted “most Palestinians working in Atarot are non-professional 
workers, while most Jews are in positions of management, sales, and clerical work.”17 
While this disparity is representative of the power imbalance driving Israel’s prolonged 
occupation, it is apparently insufficient for Israeli authorities: Atarot’s website asserts 
that “many factories . . . are now considering bringing additional Jewish workers in 
the place of Arab workers who are leaving the factories.”18

To facilitate this, and its broader demographic aims throughout the city, Israel 
provides a variety of incentives to attract Israeli settlers and foreign and Israeli 
businesses to Jerusalem, including Atarot, which is considered “national priority A.”19 
As detailed by the Jerusalem Development Authority (JDA), businesses operating 
therein receive an array of benefits:

Land costs, expenditures and development costs, as well as rental prices, 
are significantly lower than those in the rest of the industrial zones, within 
the city and outside of it. Atarot has recently been graded to pay the 
lowest property tax rates in the city, as well as having additional benefits 
for distribution center warehouses with a minimum area of 1,000 square 
meters.20

The JDA also provides grants to companies that relocate to Jerusalem or expand their 
businesses already located therein.21

In addition to the industrial settlement, Israel has long considered building a 
residential settlement in Atarot. These plans were tabled for years due to pressure from 
the United States.22 However, on 7 December 2017, one day after Trump’s recognition 
of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, Israeli media reported plans for the construction of five 
thousand housing units in Atarot.23 The Israeli Minister of Construction and Housing 
later emphasized the strategic importance of Atarot, stating, “We must continue to 
establish [our] hold on the Jerusalem area from Maaleh Adumin in the east to Givat Ze’ev 
in the west, from Atarot in the north to the area of Bethlehem . . . .”24 The establishment 
of a residential settlement would not only further divide Palestinian neighborhoods of 
East Jerusalem, but would also appropriate land and infrastructure, including the area 
of the airport, crucial for any future Palestinian state.
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The Environment

Atarot must be contextualized within Israel’s prolonged occupation of Palestinian 
territory and the deliberate fragmentation of Palestinian land and people. This includes 
a range of Israeli policies and practices that both carve, divide, and appropriate 
Palestinian land, and separate Palestinians by physical barriers and an identity card 
system that exacerbates movement restrictions. While these measures are found 
throughout the West Bank, Israel also implements policies specific to Jerusalem 
and Palestinians holding Jerusalem identity cards as a means to consolidate its 
annexation of the city.25 Facing an obstructed economy and markets saturated with 
Israeli products, Palestinians in Jerusalem and throughout the West Bank are forced 
to adapt to and, at times, cooperate with the repressive and discriminatory system 
imposed on them.

One well-documented example of this reality is the presence of Palestinian workers 
in settlements. In 2017, the International Labor Organization (ILO) noted that the 
number of Palestinians working in Israel and in settlements was at an all-time high.26 
Although Palestinians faced difficult labor conditions in these areas, including 
wages lower than their Israeli counterparts, the ILO found that “the stagnating labor 
market in the West Bank pushes Palestinians to take up work wherever it is to be 
found.”27 Notably, while Israeli and international businesses often attempt to deflect 
criticisms related to their unlawful presence in settlements by citing their employment 
of Palestinians, a 2011 study found that 82 percent of Palestinian wage workers 
“have the desire and willingness to leave their work in the settlements if a suitable 
alternative is available.”28

The situation of Palestinian workers is not unique; Palestinians throughout the 
occupied Palestinian territory face a range of significant constraints and difficult 
considerations in leading their daily lives due to Israel’s occupation.

Land and Planning in East Jerusalem
As previously noted, immediately following the occupation in 1967, Israel expanded the 
municipal boundaries of Jerusalem with the goal of including undeveloped Palestinian 
land while excluding areas with large Palestinian populations, such as Abu Dis and 
al-Ram.29 Israel continued to entrench its annexation of the city as the occupation 
persisted, including through the unlawful confiscation of land for settlement use and 
the implementation of a discriminatory permit regime. It is estimated that more than 
one-third of the land added to Jerusalem through the expanded boundary has been 
expropriated by Israel, mainly from private Palestinian owners, and used for residential 
settlements. In Palestinian neighborhoods, Israeli planning authorities have not put 
forward outline plans for over ten years, thereby precluding authorized development.30 
According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in 
the occupied Palestinian territory, only 13 percent of land in East Jerusalem – much of 
which is already developed – is zoned for Palestinian construction.31 Palestinians are 
thus forced to build “illegally” in order to meet their basic needs, putting them at risk 
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for displacement. It is estimated that at least one-third of Palestinian homes in East 
Jerusalem lack a permit, while inadequate infrastructure leads to the deficient provision 
of water and sewage in Palestinian neighborhoods.32

In addition, Israel has taken various steps to isolate Jerusalem from the remainder 
of the West Bank. Israel has constructed twelve settlements “to create a physical 
barrier between the city and the rest of the West Bank and to manufacture a sovereign 
claim over East Jerusalem.”33 As these settlements and their related infrastructure 
expanded, Jerusalem became further isolated from the rest of the West Bank through 
Israel’s construction of the annexation wall. Working in concert with these policies of 
isolation and de-development of Palestinian neighborhoods is the ID system imposed on 
Palestinians since 1967. This includes a revocable status of “permanent residents” for 
Palestinians holding Jerusalem identity cards, for which Israel requires that Jerusalem 
ID-holders maintain their “center of life” in the city, while it simultaneously works to 
ensure that doing so is as difficult as possible.

These and other Israeli policies not only serve Israel’s territorial and demographic 
objectives, but also have had a severe impact on the Palestinian economy in East Jerusalem. 
UN Habitat has noted the impact of Israel’s planning regime on Palestinian development 

Map of Atarot, the Israeli Ministry of Economy and Industry website, online at economy.gov.il/English/
Industry/DevelopmentZoneIndustryPromotion/ZoneIndustryInfo/Pages/Atarot.aspx (accessed 17 
October 2019). The Palestinian areas next to and/or on where Atarot settlement was established include: 
al-Ram and Dahiyat al-Barid to the east; Bayt Hanina to the south; and Bir Nabala to the west. The area 
to the north is Qalandiya, with the settlement extending narrowly to the Qalandiya checkpoint. 
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in East Jerusalem, including: “a lack of allocated land for the construction of public 
facilities as well as for economic development, including commercial and industrial lands. 
Currently, there are no plans to develop industrial zones, or lands available for institutions 
and public buildings.”34 This lack of planning comes in contrast to Israeli settlements in 
East Jerusalem, including Atarot, as well as West Jerusalem, which saw an area of 1.73 
square kilometers of industrial construction between 1980 and 2007.35 Meanwhile, since 
Israel began construction on the wall in the early 2000s, it has cost “over one billion 
dollars in direct losses to Palestinian residents in Jerusalem” and “its adverse impact in 
terms of lost opportunities endures at the rate of $200 million per year.”36

Land and Development in the West Bank Excluding East Jerusalem 
In the remainder of the West Bank, Palestinians face similar limited options and 
opportunities due to Israel’s administration and fragmentation of the territory. Under 
the Oslo accords, the West Bank, excluding East Jerusalem, was divided into Areas A, 
B, and C. Area A constitutes approximately 18 percent of the West Bank and, as per the 
Oslo accords, is under full Palestinian civil and security control. In practice, the Israeli 
military regularly conducts raids and other operations into Area A. Area B is 22 percent 
of the land area and was delineated as being under Palestinian civil control and Israeli 
security control. However, according to the Palestinian Liberation Organization, Area 
B has been under full Israeli control since September 2000.37 Although Areas A and B 
include major Palestinian cities and population centers, the areas are carved out of the 
occupied Palestinian territory in a non-contiguous manner, with Area C, 60 percent of 
the West Bank, effectively enveloping the areas and turning them into enclaves.

As a result, the value of developing non-contiguous land in Areas A and B is low, with 
these areas more broadly “not intended to accommodate long-term demographic growth 
and related economic and social infrastructure development.”38 Similarly, although 
Area C is rich in natural resources and should be central to the Palestinian economy, 
Israel’s full control over it has instead meant that the Israeli settler and national economy 
profit. According to UN OCHA, 70 percent of Area C is “off-limits for Palestinian use 
and development,” 29 percent is heavily restricted, and only 1 per cent is planned for 
Palestinian development.39 The World Bank has also noted: “The continuous growth 
in the size of land allocated for settlement activity in Area C has significantly reduced 
land available for use by the Palestinian private sector.”40 According to a 2011 study, 
these restrictions were also broadly considered “the main push factors behind Palestinian 
investment in Israel,” triggering greater private Palestinian investment in Israel than 
in the West Bank.41

Palestinian Businesses in Atarot

Within this context of fragmentation, movement restrictions, and an inability to use 
or access land for Palestinians, Israeli industrial, residential, and touristic settlements 
are facilitated and supported by Israel and directly benefit from the policies that target 
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Palestinians. Yet the Israeli media and others often put forth Atarot as a model of 
Palestinian-Israeli cooperation and coexistence.42 This not only ignores Israel’s stated 
plans for the area, which seek to transfer more settlers via a residential settlement, in 
contravention of international law, but also its expressed aim to bolster the presence of 
Jewish workers.43 It also disregards the policies that drive some Palestinian business 
owners and workers to either locate or find work there, and how such decisions may 
be viewed by Palestinians at large.

Coercion and Isolation
In interviews, Palestinian business owners in Atarot underscored that Israeli policies 
throughout the West Bank, including those described above, were central to their 
decisions to locate in the settlement. This choice was primarily driven by an absence 
of available and appropriately zoned land in Jerusalem. One business owner stated 
that his business was first established in 1971 in Bayt Hanina; however, he decided to 
move to Atarot in 1994, as there was no land appropriate for expansion in the area.44 
Another owner faced a similar dilemma when seeking to expand, stating, “I did not 
have other options.”45 In addition to the issue of land, an individual that operated a 
carpentry business stated that he had to locate in an industrial area due to the noise that 
his machines made and the electricity infrastructure that they require.46 

Most business owners interviewed did not view moving into other parts of the 
West Bank as viable. Individuals underscored that crossing checkpoints on a daily 
basis would be a major burden on their business and operational costs. Such costs are 
significant: one 2011 study found that due to barriers to movement and higher land, 
water, and electricity prices for Palestinian manufacturers, production in the West Bank 
(excluding East Jerusalem) was “more expensive by 30 to 40 percent than production 
in neighboring countries.”47 Palestinians in Atarot also highlighted the importance of 
maintaining their Jerusalem IDs; if their business moved, they anticipated that they 
would also eventually move to areas beyond the annexation wall to alleviate the burden 
of crossing checkpoints. If the Israeli government determined that Jerusalem was no 
longer their “center of life,” their Jerusalem residency could be revoked. With these 
considerations in mind, Palestinians with East Jerusalem IDs are placed in a situation 
where they often choose to operate in a “hostile environment” in Jerusalem, rather than 
one with high operating costs and other obstacles in Palestinian-administered areas.48

Even when Palestinians are coerced into relocating to settlements, they remain 
outsiders. While Israelis are induced to relocate to settlements, the Palestinian business 
owners interviewed believed that they did not receive the same benefits as Jewish-
owned companies operating there. One individual stated, “I think they pay less taxes, 
but I don’t have the evidence. I asked an Israeli company for how much they paid, 
but they would not give it to me.”49 Another shared complaint among Palestinian 
business owners in Atarot was what they perceived as disproportionate targeting by the 
municipality and other government authorities, including: denial of extra permits for 
West Bank employees, difficulties obtaining construction licenses and purchasing or 
renting additional space, and fines related to parking and other penalties.50 One business 
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owner stated that he bought two dunums (approximately one-half acre) of land in 2010 
and, at the time of the interview in 2017, still had not received a permit to build on it:

They keep returning the plans; they review it and send it back. They should 
just give us all of their comments at once. The last time, they said that 
the plan was good, but the description of the project needed work; they 
highlighted supposed grammar mistakes.51

 
A 2012 report by the EU Parliament’s policy department appears to reinforce such 
grievances, noting, “In the private sector, there are no formal differences between 
Arab and Israeli economic activities. Yet, there is discrimination in the management 
of development projects in the area, informal pratiques and taxation.”52 

Drawing Lines
While the status of Atarot as a settlement under international law is clear, other 
distinctions on the ground are blurred due to Israel’s administration of the occupied 
Palestinian territory and the broader context of the colonization of Palestine. Israeli 
settlements are fully integrated into Israel’s national economic, political, and legal 
system, and Israeli politicians are open in their aim of territorial annexation. At the 
same time, land appropriation and the displacement of Palestinians extends beyond 
the occupied Palestinian territory, remaining a present reality for Palestinians on both 
sides of the Green Line. Indeed, Palestinian business owners were keenly cognizant of 
the overarching context of colonization throughout Palestine, underscoring their view 
of a fabricated divide between 1948 and 1967 territory. One individual interviewed 
stated, “Atarot is an occupied area and not a settlement; in my opinion everything is 
occupied.”53 Another affirmed, “In my opinion, Tel Aviv is a settlement.”54

Interviewees also discussed what their presence in Atarot denoted and considered 
the presence of Palestinian businesses an important counter to Israel’s administration 
of the territory. One individual stated:

If a Palestinian is in an industrial settlement, the Palestinian Authority 
should encourage it. The Israelis go to industrial settlements to take 
advantage of Palestinian workers. If a Palestinian is able to buy land, the 
PA should . . . encourage other Palestinians to go there. This is how we 
are going to liberate the land.55

The situation imposed on Palestinians in East Jerusalem due to Israel’s illegal annexation 
of the city and the resultant presence of Palestinian businesses operating in Atarot 
had reportedly led the Palestinian Authority (PA) to exclude Atarot from its boycott 
of settlement goods, allowing Palestinian products made there to enter into the West 
Bank.56 Palestinian business owners interviewed confirmed this as an unofficial policy 
of the PA. The owners of a printing press further noted their work with international 
organizations, stating, “They don’t look at us as though we are in a settlement, they look 
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at us as Palestinians.”57 Even with such implicit recognition, certain business endeavors 
are nonetheless viewed as pushing the boundary between that which is unavoidable and 
normalization. This has been exemplified in the development of a new mall in Atarot.

Rami Levy Mall
In 2016, Israeli businessman Rami Levy announced the opening of a new mall in the 
Atarot area. Levy holds a chain of stores located in settlements and across the Green 
Line. The stores are often touted as a model of coexistence by Israeli and international 
media, often citing the Palestinian shoppers and workers there, while ignoring the 
broader context of Israeli policies on the Palestinian economy.58 The Rami Levy Mall 
in Atarot was similarly hyped by Israeli media as the “first Israeli-Palestinian mall,” 
which would include Palestinian-owned stores and brands.

Not all reports on the project were positive, however. The impact of the mall was felt 
almost immediately after construction started: Palestinian human rights organization 
al-Haq documented an increase in harassment by the Israeli municipality of Palestinians 
living and working in the area.59 Further, shortly after it was reported that Palestinian 
stores may open there, the head of the Palestinian Society for Consumer Protection 
(PSCP), Salah Haniyeh, called for a potential boycott against these Palestinian 
businesses.60 Although Haniyeh reportedly stated that the consumer protection group 
boycotts all goods and services from settlements, it appeared as though a more stark 
line had been crossed between well-known Palestinian businesses located in Atarot 
and joint “normalizing” endeavors, like the mall. According to Rami Levy, following 
the media attention, some Palestinian businesses pulled out of the venture.61 However, 
when the mall opened in January 2019, Levy claimed that 35 percent of the stores there 
belonged to Palestinians.62

While Israeli media continued to bill the project as a model of coexistence that 
provides a needed service for Palestinians, calls for boycotts by Palestinians also grew. 
Fatah, for example, declared that buying or renting stores, or shopping there amounted 
to “national treason.”63 In its continuing campaign against the mall, the PSCP also noted 
that its presence contributed to the expansion of the settlement enterprise in Jerusalem 
at the expense of the land and economy of Jerusalem.64

Indeed, marketed as a “discount supermarket, offering direct sales to consumers 
at inexpensive prices,” the store’s location is ripe for catering to Palestinian residents 
of Bayt Hanina and other areas of East Jerusalem.65 Rami Levy noted the strategic 
placement of the mall stating, “230,000 Arab residents with blue [Jerusalem] identity 
cards live around the project, in addition to the Jewish communities. There is no 
shopping center around there that can serve them.”66 As asserted by the organization 
WhoProfits, the lack of shopping alternatives is a direct result of Israeli policies that 
have made Palestinians “captive clients.” The organization highlighted that Rami 
Levy benefits from a context where Israeli authorities prevent “Palestinian businesses 
from competing with Israelis . . . A flourishing market in Bir Nabala was destroyed by 
Israel’s wall in the West Bank. And venturing into West Jerusalem is not an option for 
Palestinians, most of whom live below the poverty line.”67 Local Palestinian businesses 
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will inevitably have difficulty competing with Rami Levy. One business owner with 
a presence in Atarot, but no connection to the new mall, stated that a boycott of Rami 
Levy would be reasonable, because the store “will be ruining the businesses in Bayt 
Hanina.”68 Another stated that the chain was “coming to wreck the market [suq] of 
Bayt Hanina.”69

Business and Human Rights under International Law

Although the international community, via international law and justice mechanisms, 
may not adequately deal with the complexities created by Israel’s prolonged occupation 
and colonization of Palestine, organizations and activists continue to advocate for 
accountability according to such frameworks. Since the adoption of the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) in 2011, both states and businesses 
have increasingly recognized their respective obligation to protect and respect 
human rights. In conflict-affected areas, states and businesses are also expected to 
respect international humanitarian law, as well as other applicable legal frameworks.70 
Accordingly, international and local organizations and activists have steadily worked to 
ensure that the occupied Palestinian territory, and more specifically the businesses that 
operate in Israeli settlements, is on the international business and human rights agenda. 
This has ranged from the publication of reports that document alleged complicity of 
international businesses in Israel’s settlement enterprise to bringing court cases against 
such companies abroad. As a result, there has been an increased awareness of the role of 
business in Israel’s violations of international law, which has included measures taken 
by some companies to ensure that their operations and business relationships do not 
adversely impact human rights, including by withdrawing their presence from settlements.

There have also been positive actions by states. In March 2016, the UN Human 
Rights Council adopted Resolution 31/36 calling for the establishment of a database 
of all businesses engaged in specified activities linked to Israeli settlements. Later that 
year, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 2334, calling on states to “distinguish, 
in their relevant dealings, between the territory of the State of Israel and the territories 
occupied since 1967.”71 State action under Resolution 2334 has been sparse, while the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the body charged with 
establishing the database, has been slow to fulfill its mandate.72 Although an initial report 
was issued in early 2018, human rights organizations continue to call for the publication 
of the names of companies with a presence in or activities linked to settlements.73 In 
addition to these and other multilateral initiatives, a recent bill proposed in Ireland’s 
upper house of parliament seeks to ban the import or sale of settlement goods.74

An important question arises as to where Palestinian businesses operating in 
settlements fit in this. While the OHCHR database report does not specifically address 
the situation of Palestinian businesses, it does acknowledge the presence of Palestinian 
workers in settlements and the “depressed Palestinian economy” due to Israel’s land 
and resource appropriation policies, which has had “a direct effect on the job market.”75 
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Further, the Irish bill that seeks to ban settlement goods defines such products as 
“goods produced in whole or in part within a relevant occupied territory by an illegal 
settler.”76 This would presumably exclude goods produced by Palestinian businesses 
in settlements, as Palestinians are legally in the territory as the protected population.

While businesses should respect human rights and the principles laid out in the 
UNGPs, the coercive environment created by Israel must be deconstructed. Palestinians 
in the occupied Palestinian territory cannot be compared to Israeli settlers or foreign 
nationals operating therein; this would not only ignore their protected status, but also the 
illegal situation created by Israel’s prolonged occupation and annexation of Palestinian 
territory. Israel has incentivized Israeli civilians as well as Israeli and foreign businesses 
to relocate to unlawfully confiscated land in the occupied Palestinian territory. In doing 
so, Israel has not only violated international law, but has highlighted the very reason 
why the transfer of the civilian population of the occupying power is prohibited under 
the Fourth Geneva Convention. As noted in the commentary of the convention, the 
prohibition on unlawful transfer was intended to 

prevent a practice adopted during the Second World War by certain Powers, 
which transferred portions of their own population to occupied territory for 
political and racial reasons or in order, as they claimed, to colonize those 
territories. Such transfers worsened the economic situation of the native 
population and endangered their separate existence as a race.77

Although the aforementioned commentary was written nearly ten years prior to Israel’s 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, its forewarning has neither deterred Israel 
from its settlement enterprise nor spurred third states to take action to hold Israel to 
account. Instead, Palestinians are forced to operate in this unlawful environment and find 
ways to meet their basic needs – this is demonstrated in certain Palestinian businesses 
that operate in Atarot.

Conclusion

Israel’s prolonged occupation of Palestinian territory has increasingly been deemed 
illegal by scholars and has created a “coercive environment” leading to the unlawful 
transfer of Palestinians within and outside of the occupied Palestinian territory and of 
Israeli settlers into this area. Israel has both directly and indirectly forced Palestinians 
to make choices in regard to their residence, work, and other aspects of life within the 
manipulative context it has created. This is particularly palpable in East Jerusalem, 
where Palestinians are isolated in an annexed city, have identity cards and accompanying 
residency status that are vulnerable to revocation, and face a range of policies that target 
them. The resulting situation, including the presence of certain Palestinian businesses 
in Atarot, can be described as the “tension between resisting colonial practices and 
finding ways of survival and sustenance within existing colonial realities.”78
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At the same time, Palestinians also draw lines within this spectrum of “resisting 
and existing” within colonization. While the PA reportedly allows Palestinian goods 
produced in Atarot to enter into the West Bank due to the situation faced by Palestinians 
in Jerusalem, and therefore excludes such goods from its broader boycott of settlements, 
Palestinian political groups more recently called for a boycott of the Rami Levy mall 
in Atarot and the Palestinian businesses therein. These positions not only highlight the 
complexity of the situation imposed on Palestinians due to Israel’s occupation, but 
also the manner in which Palestinians in Jerusalem assess their choices within Israel’s 
broader colonization of Palestine and the limitations in international frameworks to 
incorporate such realities.

Marya Farah is a U.S.-licensed attorney, who focuses on international human rights 
law and advocacy. She has worked for a variety of organizations, including Al-Haq in 
the West Bank and the International Commission of Jurists in Egypt and Switzerland, 
among others.
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