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On 28 July 2016, Nur Arafeh presented 
al-Shabaka policy brief “Which Jerusa-
lem? Israel’s Little Known Master Plans” 
at the Kenyon Institute in Jerusalem. Her 
presentation was followed by comments 
from Maha Samman and Raja Khalidi. 
What follows is a lightly edited text of this 
roundtable discussion.

Nur Arafeh: “Which Jerusalem? 
Israel’s Little Known Master 
Plans”

In 1995, Edward Said warned that it is 
“only by first projecting an idea of Jerusa-
lem [that] Israel could then proceed to the 
changes on the ground,” which “would then 
correspond to the images and projections.”1 

What is Israel’s “idea” of Jerusalem for 
the next thirty years and how does it intend 
to turn its image of Jerusalem into reality? 
This article examines three Israeli master 
plans that reflect Israel’s broad vision of 
Jerusalem as a largely Jewish high-tech 
tourist destination with a minimal Palestin-
ian presence by 2050. These Israeli plans 
are being implemented while a huge plan-
ning, leadership, and institutional vacuum 
characterizes Palestinian areas in East 
Jerusalem. The article thus concludes with 
policy recommendations to fill the current 
vacuum in East Jerusalem. 

Three Israeli Master Plans  
for Jerusalem  

While Israel has thousands of plans for Je-
rusalem, three Israeli master plans convey 
Israel’s “idea” of Jerusalem and its plans 
to implement its vision. The best known of 
Israel’s plans is the “Jerusalem 2000 Master 
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Plan” or the “2020 Master Plan.”2 Prepared by a national planning committee and first 
published in August 2004, it is the first comprehensive and detailed spatial plan for both 
East and West Jerusalem since Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem in 1967. Although the 
plan has not been validated yet, as it was not deposited for public review, Israeli authorities 
are implementing its vision. The plan addresses several areas, including urban planning, 
tourism, economy, archeology, education, environment, transportation, culture, and art.

Another plan that is not very well known is the Marom Plan, a government-com-
missioned plan for the development of Jerusalem, which should be implemented by the 
Jerusalem Development Authority (JDA) – a major planning body for the Jerusalem 
municipality – the land administration, and other organizations. The Jerusalem Institute 
for Israel Studies (JIIS), a multidisciplinary research center that plays a leading role in 
the planning and development policies for Jerusalem, is responsible for conducting the 
research and monitoring for the plan. 

The third development plan is the “Jerusalem 5800 Plan,” also known as Jerusalem 
2050, a private initiative founded by Kevin Bermeister, an Australian technology innova-
tor and real estate investor.3 The plan is said to be the only long-term plan for Jerusalem, 
as it provides a vision and projected proposals for Jerusalem up to the year 2050. It is 
represented as a “transformational master plan for Jerusalem,” and is divided into various 
independent projects, each of which can be implemented on its own, with other municipal 
and national government agencies.

While these plans are advanced by different actors from different sectors, they rein-
force each other through one common thread: they all aim to Judaize Jerusalem – that 
is, to ensure and expand Jewish political, demographic, economic, and territorial control 
over the city, while further evicting and dispossessing Palestinians. To achieve this goal, 
the plans address four common areas: tourism, high-tech, higher education, and urban 
planning. 

A Jewish International City
The development of the tourism sector in Jerusalem is at the heart of Israel’s master plans 
for the city. For example, under the 2000/2020 Master Plan, the Jerusalem municipality 
aims at promoting the tourism sector, especially the cultural aspect of Jerusalem. It thus 
plans to do a marketing campaign in order to increase the potential of real development, 
support international and urban tourism, and invest in tourism infrastructure to ensure 
the sector’s development.

Similarly, one of the main goals of the Marom Plan is to develop Jerusalem as a tour-
ist city. In 2014 alone, the JIIS conducted 14 of its 18 studies on the tourism sector, and 
presented them to the Jerusalem municipality, the Ministry of Jerusalem and Diaspora 
Affairs, and the JDA. The JDA has also been offering incentives to entrepreneurs and 
companies to encourage them to build or enlarge hotels in Jerusalem, and organize cul-
tural events to attract tourists.

Promoting the tourism sector also lies at the core of the “Jerusalem 5800” Master 
Plan, which envisages Jerusalem as “the Middle East’s anchor tourist attraction and re-
source.” The plan seeks to: increase private investment and construction of hotels; build 
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rooftop gardens and parks; transform the areas surrounding the Old City into hotels and 
prohibit the use of vehicles; build high-quality transportation routes; and construct an 
airport in the Horkania Valley between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea to serve 35 million 
passengers per year.

However, Israel uses the tourism sector not only to fuel economic development. Israel’s 
development of, and domination over, the tourism sector in Jerusalem is also seen as a 
major tool to substantiate the Jewish narrative of the Holy Land. Israel has thus strict rules 
over who can serve as tour guides and the narrative and history that the tourists are told.

These plans to develop the Israeli tourism industry have been accompanied by severe 
Israeli hurdles on the development of the Palestinian tourism industry in East Jerusalem. 
Israeli obstacles include: the isolation of East Jerusalem from the rest of the occupied 
Palestinian territories, especially after the construction of the wall; weak physical in-
frastructure; high taxes; shortage of land; restrictions on the release of permits to build 
hotels or convert buildings to hotels; and difficult licensing procedures for Palestinian 
tourist businesses. 

A Jewish Destination for Higher Education and High Tech
Another shared goal by the three plans is to attract Jews from all over the world to Jeru-
salem through the promotion of two advanced industries. The first industry is the higher 
education industry. The 2000/2020 Master Plan aims to build an international university 
in the city center, with English as the main language of instruction. The Marom Plan 
seeks to make Jerusalem a “leading academic city” that is attractive to both Jewish and 
international students. Similarly, the “Jerusalem 5800” Master Plan views the development 
of the higher education industry as an opportunity to create jobs and achieve economic 
growth through extended-stay educational tourism.

The second industry that the plans seek to develop is the high-tech, bio-information, 
and biotechnology industry. The 2000/2020 Master Plan calls for the establishment of 
a university for management and technology in the city center of Jerusalem, and for 
government assistance in research and development (R&D) in the fields of high-tech 
and biotechnology. In the same vein, the Marom Plan aims at promoting Jerusalem as 
a center of R&D in the field of biotechnology. The “Jerusalem 5800” Master Plan also 
seeks to develop and invest in the high-tech and healthcare industries.

While Israel plans to develop Jerusalem as a business center that attracts Jews from all 
over the world and provides them with job opportunities, the economy in East Jerusalem 
has been collapsing and left to fend for itself. Economic conditions in East Jerusalem 
are characterized by: a squeezed business and trade sector; weak physical and economic 
infrastructure; a lack of investment; de-industrialization; erosion of the productive capac-
ity of the economy; and a tourism sector held hostage by the Israeli tourism operators. 

Conquering the Land through Urban Planning  
Since the occupation and illegal annexation of East Jerusalem in 1967, Israel has used 
urban planning as a major geopolitical and strategic tool to contain the demographic and 
urban expansion of Palestinians, in an effort to Judaize the city. Israeli planning policies 
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have aimed at circumventing the “demographic threat” posed by Palestinians by: illegally 
annexing 70 square kilometers of West Bank territory, including East Jerusalem (6.5 
square kilometers) in 1967; designating Palestinians as “permanent residents” and allow-
ing Israeli authorities to revoke their residency permits; constricting Palestinian build-
ing to 13 percent of the land of East Jerusalem while confiscating 35 percent for Israeli 
settlements; demolishing Palestinian houses; and expanding illegal Israeli settlements.4 

Urban planning is also at the heart of the 2000/2020 Master Plan. Although the plan 
presents itself as a technical plan, never referring to the occupied status of East Jeru-
salem, it is a political plan that uses urban planning as a political tool to ensure Jewish 
demographic and territorial control in the city. In fact, one of the main goals of the plan, 
which envisions Jerusalem as one urban unit and the capital of Israel, is to expand Jewish 
settlements in East Jerusalem and reduce negative migration in order to “maintain a solid 
Jewish majority in the city.” Hence, the plan seeks to build housing units for Israeli Jews 
by building new neighborhoods or through densification of existing ones. 

The plan recognizes the acute housing crisis and weak infrastructure in Palestinian 
areas in Jerusalem, and thus aims to allow for the densification of rural villages and urban 
neighborhoods. However, it remains inherently discriminatory against Palestinians. In 
fact, the plan allocates only 2,300 dunums for Palestinian construction compared to 9,500 
dunums for Israeli Jews, and does not take into consideration Palestinian growth rate 
in East Jerusalem and the accumulated scarcity of housing for Palestinians.5 Moreover, 
62.4 percent of the increase in Israeli Jewish building will happen through expansion and 
building of new settlements, thus increasing Jewish territorial control. By contrast, more 
than half (55.7 percent) of the addition of housing for Palestinians will happen through 
densification (vertical expansion), that is, building within the existing urbanized areas.6

The plan’s proposals to address the housing crisis in East Jerusalem will most likely 
remain ink on paper due to serious barriers to their implementation. In fact, several 
preconditions should be met before Israeli authorities issue building permits, including: 
an adequate road system;7 parking spaces; sanitation and sewage networks; and public 
buildings and institutions. These requirements, however, are the responsibility of the 
municipality, thus making it extremely difficult for Palestinians to build new houses.8

The Palestinian presence in Jerusalem will also be severely restricted by the plan’s 
commitment to “a strict enforcement of the laws of planning and building . . . to impede 
the phenomenon of illegal building.” However, according to Ha’Aretz, only 7 percent 
of building permits in Jerusalem were issued to Palestinians in the past few years, and 
two-thirds of these permits were issued for the neighborhood of Bayt Hanina.9 This 
discrimination in issuing building permits to Palestinians, coupled with the high cost of 
these permits (around $30,000), has led many Palestinians to build illegally.

Palestinian Planning, Leadership, and Institutional Vacuums

As Israel plans for 2050, the Palestinian Authority’s (PA’s) “idea” of Jerusalem remains 
vague. In 2010, the Jerusalem Unit at the president’s office published the Strategic 
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Multi-Sector Development Plan for East Jerusalem (SMDP) 2011–2013. The PA’s cur-
rent national development plan for 2014–2016 does not have a specific section on East 
Jerusalem and simply refers back to the 2010 plan, which is about to be updated by the 
Jerusalem Unit. 

The huge planning vacuum goes hand in hand with an institutional and leadership 
vacuum. Since 2001, Israel has closed more than thirty Palestinian institutions, including 
the Orient House and the Jerusalem Arab Chamber of Commerce and Industry, in order 
to tighten its grip over the city and control Palestinian activism. The PA’s Jerusalem 
governorate and the Ministry of Jerusalem Affairs operate from a building in al-Ram, 
outside the Israeli-defined municipal boundaries of Jerusalem, and have very limited 
power in Jerusalem. There is also a big sense of political abandonment of East Jerusa-
lem. For example, while East Jerusalem is officially presented as the capital of the state 
of Palestine, in 2015 the PA planned to allocate only 0.44 percent of its budget to the 
Ministry of Jerusalem Affairs and to the Jerusalem governorate, further restricting their 
roles in East Jerusalem. 

Several measures could be taken to fill the existing planning and leadership gaps in 
East Jerusalem, including: 

Establishing Popular Committees in Each East Jerusalem Neighborhood
Such committees could: raise East Jerusalem residents’ awareness of their rights as 
residents and about Israel’s plans for the future; encourage voluntary work; monitor and 
prevent Palestinians from selling their land to Israeli Jews; represent the neighborhood 
at national forums; and cooperate with each other to reinforce their efforts to defend 
Palestinian land.

Once these committees have been established in all neighborhoods, they could form 
what Jerusalemite organizations believe is also urgently needed: a representative body 
for Jerusalem at the national level, an inclusive body that would include the Jerusalem 
governorate, representatives of civil society organizations, and the private sector, as 
well as independents. This body would work as a channel between Palestinians in East 
Jerusalem and the PA, as well as with the rest of world. Such a representative body could 
work on three main fronts:

1.	 The Palestinian Authority and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). A rep-
resentative body for Jerusalem could lobby the PA/PLO to propel Jerusalem to the 
forefront of the Palestinian government’s commitments and ensure that it receives the 
budget and other support it needs in order to counter Israeli policies of Judaization.

2.	 The Arab and international community. In this sphere, a representative body for Je-
rusalem should take the lead in advocacy, lobbying, and campaigning at the regional 
and international level, in coordination with the Palestinian diaspora. For example, 
Jordan – as custodian of holy places in Jerusalem – should be lobbied to help maintain 
a secure environment for Palestinians in East Jerusalem. Other Arab countries, in par-
ticular Morocco and Saudi Arabia, given their special relationships with Jerusalem, 
should also be mobilized.
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Greater effort should be made to reach out to countries that have already shown 
solidarity with Palestinians, such as Sweden, Latin American countries, and BRICS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), among others, so that they might use 
their good offices directly and in collaboration with other countries to hold Israel ac-
countable for its illegal annexation and colonization of East Jerusalem. The European 
Union (EU) also has an obligation to ensure full compliance with the principle of non-
recognition of Israel’s sovereignty over East Jerusalem. The EU should translate its 
rhetoric into effective measures by halting all direct and indirect economic, financial, 
banking, investment, academic, and business activities in Israeli settlements in East 
Jerusalem and throughout the rest of the occupied Palestinian territories.

The Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) could play a major role in safe-
guarding Palestinian rights in East Jerusalem, providing direct support as well as lob-
bying the EU and the UN to provide support and to take measures to halt and reverse 
Israel’s violations. Such measures could include the establishment by the UN and/or 
the EU of a register of Israeli violations of human rights and the damage incurred by 
Palestinians as a result of Israeli policies of Judaization and settlement expansion in 
East Jerusalem and the rest of the occupied Palestinian territories. 

3.	 Palestinian communities in their homeland as well as in the diaspora. These communi-
ties should develop and project a clear vision and operational strategy for Jerusalem. 
Practical measures should be identified to counter Israel’s policies of Judaization; 
enhance the productive capacity of the Palestinian economy in East Jerusalem and 
strengthen its links with the economy of the West Bank and Arab world; promote the 
tourism sector to support the limited economic development possible under occupa-
tion; revive the cultural and economic status of the Old City; enhance the educational 
and health sector; and foster the integration of Palestinians in East Jerusalem into the 
rest of the occupied Palestinian territories.

However, to ensure that these plans do not remain ink on paper, implementation 
mechanisms and accountability measures should be identified in order to hold ac-
countable all actors responsible for the implementation of the plans. Future plans 
would also require donor realignment while making sure that Palestinian control and 
lead their own development strategies.

Creating a Development Bank
The establishment of a funding body or a development bank is crucial to overcome the lack 
of funding, which is considered one of the major issues faced by Palestinian institutions 
in East Jerusalem. Such a body could have different roles, including: providing credit 
facilities to Palestinians; offering incentives to increase investment in East Jerusalem; 
building infrastructure; and so on. 

Developing a Media Strategy 
A coordinated media strategy is urgently needed to raise Palestinian voices; challenge 
Israel’s de-politicized and de-historicized representation of Jerusalem; and expose the 
truth about Israel’s occupation and oppression in Jerusalem and the rest of the occupied 
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Palestinian territories. There’s also a dearth of research on the socio-economic develop-
ment of East Jerusalem and Israeli future master plans, with very few research institutes 
working in East Jerusalem. Future research should have a proactive rather than reactive 
approach and should devise creative solutions instead of merely diagnosing problems. 
The existing gap between intellectuals and policy makers/influencers should also be 
bridged to ensure that all efforts are united towards the objective of achieving dignity, 
freedom, and justice. 

Effort Coordination
The existing legal bodies that offer legal assistance to Palestinians in East Jerusalem – for 
example, regarding revocation of residency permits, family unification, land appropria-
tion, house demolitions, and zoning and planning – should coordinate their efforts.

Palestinian civil society, particularly the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) 
movement can also play a crucial role in targeting Israeli plans for tourism and high tech 
in Jerusalem, through campaigns to boycott Israeli academic and cultural institutions as 
well as businesses that are involved in the Judaization of Jerusalem.

Discussion:

Maha Samman

It is important to become aware of the sectors that are producing these Israeli plans, 
whether they are the official bodies of the government and/or the municipality (for ex-
ample, the 2020 plan); semi-official bodies and/or NGOs (such as the Marom Plan done 
by the Jerusalem Institute for Israeli Studies); or the private sector (in the case of the 2050 
plan). It is also worth noting that there are other plans such the transportation plans and 
others done by settler bodies. All these create a myriad of layers of plans and agencies 
which make it increasingly difficult to address them all in a coherent manner. What I 
would like to add are some suggestions on how to begin to tackle such plans collectively. 

Theoretical Aspect: Settler Colonialism
If we look at these plans within the context of a settler-colonial paradigm, and compare 
with other settler-colonial or colonial cases like Algeria under the French, or Delhi under 
the British, we can draw similarities of the results of using different colonial urban plan-
ning strategies.10 Urban space in these cases was characterized by the development of 
systems of surveillance, development of an infrastructure of segregation, and boundary 
construction. These characteristics can be seen easily on the ground in Jerusalem, and 
in an even more developed form.

Systems of surveillance in Jerusalem take forms both physical, that is, supported by 
the military, and technological, which is supported by satellite systems that enable the 
geographic information system to cover any location in the city and a network of cameras 
that monitor people’s movement within the Old City. Segregation was implemented by 



Jerusalem Quarterly 68  [ 83 ]

different strategies such as acquisition of land, regulation, and physical construction of 
settlements, and these are clearly visible in Jerusalem. Boundary construction is marked 
by most starkly in Jerusalem in the form of the separation wall, thus creating spaces of 
inclusion and spaces of exclusion. This, as a result, dictates the direction of movement 
of the indigenous population and consequently affects their relationship with space and 
with other people, depending on where the people are located with respect to the con-
structed boundaries. This has left crowded neighborhoods with spatial, urban, social, and 
economic problems, experiencing hardship on a daily basis.

The aim of the colonizer is to control not only space and people, but also time, and 
to have the power to control it indefinitely. Power can produce time and obstruct oth-
ers’ time. We see this in Jerusalem, especially after the construction of the wall, where 
an Israeli settler can move a long distance in a short period of time by using highways, 
while for a Palestinian a short distance may need an extended period due to checkpoints 
and the separation wall.

This is an outcome of strategic planning, which includes: clear strategic actions, such 
as the 1948 or 1967 wars; continuous ongoing strategies, such as building settlements and 
bringing settlers from abroad; and also pending strategies, such as the dream of rebuilding 
the temple. Urban planning is one of many tools used in attempts to fulfill those strategies.

The main point I would like to emphasize with regard to what has been elaborated is 
that given the complexities of the various plans regarding Jerusalem, and before moving 
to the stage of proposing alternative planning bodies and gathering support regionally 
and internationally, I think what is needed is to develop an alternative ethos for planning 
which addresses the colonial and does not inadvertently reproduce colonial characteristics.

The 2020 Master Plan
When we talk about the Israeli plans, especially the 2020 plan11 – which was not of-
ficially ratified but is nonetheless the current reference to planning and is considered 
the first comprehensive plan since 1967 – what is interesting is that the aims and goals 
were officially expressed. These plans consider Jerusalem neither an occupied city nor 
a “conflict city,” and give the impression in their initial statements that all the residents 
are equal without any tensions or conflicts between them. 

According to OCHA, only 13 percent of land is zoned for Palestinian construction,12 
and most of this land is already inhabited. How does the plan go around this issue? In terms 
of housing there are two strategies suggested in the plan: densification and expansion. 
A higher percentage of densification is suggested in Arab neighborhoods while a higher 
percentage of expansion in Israeli settlements. This would lead to further land-grabs by 
settlers and more dire situations in Arab neighborhoods.

In practice, the expansion of the settlements can be easily implemented while in the 
Arabic neighborhoods it would be very difficult, especially since many of the areas 
identified for densification have already been densified by housing units built without 
building permits. This is the outcome of the very expensive, complicated, and lengthy 
bureaucratic procedures required to acquire building permits. Thus, rather than being an 
opportunity to build, densification may become a threat to demolish, especially in the 
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areas which do not have detailed plans – a plan being a prerequisite to apply for permits.
When the number of buildings constructed without a permit is low, then one would 

think that the problem affects a small group who work against the law, but when their 
number is very high then this reflects a problem in the planning itself. This kind of plan-
ning increases restrictions on the development of Arab neighborhoods. By 2020, over 
one hundred thousand people will be in need of housing units, and as the municipality 
issues around 100 to 150 permits per year, this number is expected to increase. The plan 
is founded on the policy that the Palestinian population will diminish and therefore it 
does not take into account Palestinian needs and services. In fact, it calls for the reduc-
tion of percentage of Palestinians in Jerusalem from forty percent to thirty percent. One 
can conclude that these are intentionally designed to produce a high attrition rate in the 
collective existence of Palestinians while at the same time enlarging settler colonial 
existence on the same space.

The “Jerusalem 5800” Plan
The “Jerusalem 5800” Plan is a private plan devised by a wealthy Australian business-
man.13 It appeals to terms such as creating “a global Jerusalem” to absorb tourists and post-
graduate students to take up permanent residence. With its own airport outside Jericho, 
it would seem to be a response to regional competition with touristic and economic hubs 
such as Dubai and Istanbul. Such a plan does not in any way address the development 
needs of the Palestinian population in Jerusalem, but rather looks for a modernization 
strategy with high-rises and hotels to attract 12 million tourists per year, even in areas 
such as Wadi al-Jawz or around the Old City.

Another aspect is the pretext of “natural growth,” which has been used to build new 
settlements. Examples are Pisgat Ze’ev A, B, and C (which are now grouped under the 
same name), and Ma’aleh Adumim, which is expanding to adjacent hilltops. New terms 
such as “globalization,” “modernization,” and “high-tech” are being used to build new 
settlements to implement the same attrition strategies, particularly as the geographical 
area of 5800 Plan extends to include the Ramallah, Bethlehem, and Jericho districts.

It would seem that this dynamic will produce further cantonization – but now on a 
more localized level. (In contrast to cantons in the West Bank, now the cantons would be 
in and around Jerusalem.) The contrast here is that these same plans not only curtail any 
current and future development needs of Palestinians collectively, but limit Palestinian 
aspirations to seek jobs. 

Conclusion
There have been discussions about several approaches to deal with Israeli plans. Some 
have called for working within the system, which means trying to improve conditions 
within the existing realities and trying to find outcomes within existing planning structures 
and strategies. While this may produce some accommodating benefits, the drawback is 
that it keeps one within the power structure that favors the occupying power. Another 
option discussed has been compliance, which means that the Palestinians become passive 
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subjects without seeking alternatives. A third is rejection of anything Israeli: within this 
strategy there could be a lack of objective perception of existing circumstances and thus 
it provides no strategy to tackle the challenges at hand.14 These three approaches do not 
approach the situation in its multifaceted and compound complexity. What is needed is 
an overall strategy based on the following three important aspects: (1) To make use of 
the settler-colonial paradigm to develop an ethos that capitalizes on previous colonized 
experiences. (2) To develop a multi-disciplinary and multi-leveled approach to counter-
act the Israeli plans as it is not only about policy, or strategy, or urban planning. It is 
a compound challenge. (3) Consequently, the ethos of the response needs to articulate 
three main groups of variables: (a) the roles of knowledge, power, and technology; (b) 
the roles of strategic and urban planning and the concept of sovereignty; and (c) the roles 
of demographic, social, economic, and cultural aspects.15

Raja Khalidi

Israel’s Superior Planning System
Borrowing from V. I. Lenin, it may be said that “Israeli planning represents the high-
est stage of settler colonialism.”16 Since 1948, Israel has developed, indeed perfected, 
a well-organized, legally grounded, and efficiently implemented spatial, demographic, 
and economic infrastructural planning system. It is a well articulated, modern, and best-
practice system combining national, regional, and local levels that are designed through 
distinct processes and with differential mandates but in harmony with each other, involv-
ing all stakeholders (public and private) in a non-stop effort of Jewish state-building. 
This entails a comprehensive vision on the part of Israeli planners that spans from Ras 
al-Naqura in the north to Eilat in the south, from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean, 
and in which there are no Green Lines, walls, or other boundaries to the optimal emplace-
ment of Israeli human and economic capital throughout the territory of historic Palestine. 
Jerusalem has been the jewel in the crown of the Israeli planning regime, with several 
aims, especially to: ensure an ethnic imbalance favoring Jews, integrate Jerusalem into 
the overall Israeli disposition, and use its history and touristic attractions to promote an 
exclusively Jewish narrative of the city’s history. This boils down to a major political 
aim: Judaize the city, incrementally if need be, but with few compunctions about the fate 
of 400,000 Palestinians living in and around it.

Impact on Palestinians 
The economic collapse of East Jerusalem has resulted in deteriorating socio-economic 
conditions. While annexed East Jerusalem’s Palestinians have long been one of poorest 
communities covered by Israeli statistics, their conditions have drastically worsened over 
the past years. The poverty rate of East Jerusalem Palestinians increased from 66 percent 
in 2006 to 82 percent in 2014.17 In comparison, the poverty rate in Israel as a whole was 22 
percent in 2014.18 East Jerusalem’s approximately 300,000 residents (within the separation 
barrier)19 are also affected by high unemployment rates (19 percent in 2014),20 especially 
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among fresh graduates21 and the most educated.22 Social disintegration is characterized by 
the spread of phenomena such as cultural alienation, drug addiction, delinquency, family 
violence, and petty crime, as well as a gradual de-skilling of the labor force. 

As the Jerusalem economy struggles to maintain historic links with the West Bank and 
to resist greater incorporation (without integration) into the West Jerusalem and Israeli 
economy, a process of de-industrialization has ensued since the 1990s, if not before, ac-
companied by a stunted growth of Palestinian tourism facilities, which remain hostage to 
the larger, richer, and better connected Israeli tourism sector. Palestinians in East Jerusa-
lem also suffer from a proportionally high tax burden. While they pay the same amount 
of arnona (property) tax as Israeli Jews, less than ten percent of the municipal budget 
is allocated to East Jerusalem neighborhoods.23 Palestinian merchants in the Old City 
are also subject to a burdensome and an unfair tax regime. High taxes, coupled with the 
weak purchasing power of East Jerusalem residents and Israeli restrictions on Palestinian 
trade and tourism, have caused a deep recession of commercial markets in the Old City.24  

Meanwhile the political vacuum arising from the absence of the Palestinian Authority, 
limited involvement of Jordan in safeguarding the Muslim holy places, and neglect by 
the Israeli municipality has led to Palestinian institutional atomization and the inability 
of East Jerusalem community leaders to break the taboo of political representation in 
Israeli-run local and regional governance structures. This amounts to a classic situation 
of taxation without representation. 

Against All That: Palestinian, Arab, and International Neglect 
While Israel has a comprehensive vision for Jerusalem, a unified Palestinian vision and 
strategy for East Jerusalem remain elusive. There have been some efforts to develop a 
plan for East Jerusalem. For example, the Welfare Association established a special pro-
gram in 1994 for the revitalization of the Old City and published a first comprehensive 
vision for the renewal of the Old City in 2001 (in Arabic) and 2003 (in English), with the 
aim of preserving the cultural heritage of Jerusalem and promoting the socio-economic 
regeneration of the Old City. 

In addition, the Jerusalem Unit at the office of the president issued in 2010 the Strategic 
Multi-Sector Development Plan for East Jerusalem (SMDP) for 2011–2013.25 However, 
and as argued by many PA officials, the plan failed to be implemented because of the 
absence of an operational arm. More significantly, the development approach used in 
the SMDP is problematic as it reduces Palestinian struggle to that of “survival” instead 
of freedom and takes the Israeli occupation as an exogenous constant instead of seeking 
to end it. Even with the best of intentions, however, Palestinian national spatial planning 
is an oxymoron in conditions defined by Areas A, B and C, the separation barrier, the 
blockade of Gaza and the isolation of Jerusalem.

Other attempts to develop planning schemes or development programs for East Jeru-
salem have been recently undertaken by international donors such as the UNDP and the 
GIZ, while the EU has also devoted some resources to the city; USAID remains noticeably 
absent from the scene. Islamic and Arab development funds have provided some relief 
through old city renovation and social service projects. The Palestinian private sector has 
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done what it could to boost tourism investment and provide new housing for overcrowded 
middle class Jerusalem households. However, despite these fragmented efforts guided by 
competing or incoherent agendas and a scarcity of risk capital, there is a huge planning 
vacuum, alongside the institutional and political vacuum, in East Jerusalem. Ultimately 
Palestinians in Jerusalem are sidestepped and squeezed by Israeli planning and absent 
from Palestinian state-building efforts of recent years.

The political leadership and institutional deficit has been the outcome of a number 
of accumulated failings. These include a political abandonment of east Jerusalem by the 
PA, even failing to implement its own Presidential decisions on establishing an Arab 
municipal council to maintain the semblance of a legitimate claim to governance, as well 
as a defensive diplomatic posture in recent years whereby Palestinian rights in Jerusalem 
are rarely the subject of confrontation or campaigning by Palestine in the international 
arena. Overall the decline of Jerusalem in Palestinian political, economic and social 
consciousness is the (reverse) corollary of the rise of Ramallah as the de-facto capital 
and commercial centre of Palestine. This situation has led to the growing disenchantment 
of Palestinians in Jerusalem with both the Israeli authorities and the Palestinian leader-
ship, and a sense of regional and international abandonment, despite the sympathy and 
occasional support that Jerusalem receives from some donors.

Some Options to Consider in the Future
There is an urgent need to confront openly and in a collaborative way among Palestinians 
the political taboo of local governance in order to reverse the current situation and give 
hope to beleaguered Jerusalemites. Several political and institutionalization options may 
be considered, ranging from the most acceptable to the most problematic.

1.	 Let the Palestine Liberation Organization assume its declared responsibilities: re-
newed efforts should be pursued to pressure the PLO to take the lead in representing 
Palestinians in East Jerusalem, trough municipal level or other forms of governance. 
This option, however, has so far failed to deliver any results other than some minimal 
alleviations to difficulties faced by Palestinians in East Jerusalem. 

2.	 Create sector working groups: A feasible and relatively acceptable form of local 
(non-political) representation could be through strengthening and empowering sector 
working groups (culture, economy, housing, social welfare, taxation, etc.), along the 
model of the Tourism Cluster and the Art/Culture Coordinating Forum, that would act 
as thematic sectoral representative bodies, devise joint solutions, and represent needs 
and demands to the authorities in place, including Israeli municipal bodies, without 
engaging in electoral participation.

3.	 Establish local community committees: Such committees already exist informally in 
several of the east Jerusalem quarters, and engage a spectrum of local activists but 
function outside the existing PA and Palestinian factional frameworks which see in 
them possible competition or even liable to influence by Israeli authorities. Hence 
their expansion is a risky option, and unless such committees can be linked to exist-
ing PA/PLO factions, they will most likely remain peripheral or stunted and ad-hoc 
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in their functioning, filling in some gaps but unable to create new representational 
dynamics on the ground.

4.	 Other options, some of which are problematic, include: municipal participation; 
asking the joint list of Arab Israeli parties in the Knesset to represent East Jerusalem 
interests; pursuing the idea of international protection; and even going so far as call-
ing for a tax revolt as long as the community’s municipal service needs are not met 
(schooling, sanitation, poverty alleviation programs, youth rehabilitation programs, 
low-income housing, etc.).

5.	 With respect to physical planning: there is a need to rethink such processes in terms 
of the territory of historic Palestine rather than that of the elusive State of Palestine, 
Areas A/B, Jerusalem, inside/outside the barrier, Gaza, etc. This would contribute to 
programming and political approaches that emphasize links between the economy of 
East Jerusalem with the Arab economy in Israel as well as the economy of the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip. 

6.	 In a longer perspective: it would be useful in the Jerusalem context to study the con-
cept of “universal basic income,” a concept recently gaining traction in rich and poor 
countries alike, according to which every citizen is entitled to a basic living income 
that allows them to supplement that with chosen work and income according to their 
ambition and needs. While this assumes the existence of a social welfare state and 
resources that currently are not available (for example, oil and gas wealth), donors 
could play an important part on this front and could try the approach selectively by 
starting in Jerusalem or the Gaza Strip or Area C. 

7.	 Finally: a Palestinian diplomatic offensive strategy on Jerusalem is long overdue 
and should be combined with serious efforts to increase Palestinian engagement in 
advocacy, lobbying, and campaigning at the regional and international level, without 
which it cannot be expected that international friends will do the PLO’s job for it. UN 
and other international resolutions on Jerusalem establish an excellent framework for 
protection, if not conflict resolution, and should be referred to as efforts to enforce 
them pursued more vigorously by Palestinian diplomacy.
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