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Introduction

“We’re all going to end up in Jordan,” remarked a young man from Al-Jiftlik, a

Palestinian village in the Jordan Valley. His comment reflects growing despair in

the West Bank countryside, where Israeli settler-colonial expansion has intensified

to unprecedented levels. This is particularly true in the Jordan Valley, the

agricultural heartland along the West Bank’s eastern frontier with Jordan. Once

known among Palestinians as the “bride of the Jordan Valley,” Al-Jiftlik now

illustrates the gravity of Israeli state-sponsored settler expansion on Palestinian

land, having transformed from a prosperous agricultural community into one

under siege and facing sustained displacement pressure.

Since the beginning of Israel’s genocidal war on Gaza in October 2023, land

seizure in the West Bank has shifted from creeping settler encroachment to a

vicious military-backed campaign of territorial theft. This commentary shows how

the Israeli regime’s land appropriation policy in the West Bank, once justified

through bureaucratic-legal land seizure orders, has now increasingly shifted

toward direct settler takeovers. This shift does not indicate a change in objectives

but rather an escalation of existing settlement expansion mechanisms, signaling

the growing power and influence of the settler movement over Israeli policy. 
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The Rise of Settler Regional Councils

In the aftermath of the 1967 war and Israel’s occupation of the remainder of

Palestine and the Syrian Golan Heights, former Israeli minister Yigal Allon

drafted a plan for the colonization of the West Bank. The plan proposed

constructing settlements to enable the annexation of Jerusalem and the Jordan

Valley while fragmenting the West Bank into enclaves under Jordanian rule or

limited Palestinian autonomy. Although never formally adopted, the plan has

nonetheless served as a guiding framework for the placement and expansion of

settlements.

Between 1967 and 1979, the Israeli regime established 79 settlements in the West

Bank. As the settler population grew to nearly 100,000, governing bodies were

created to oversee and administer these illegal communities. These took the form

of local, municipal, and regional councils responsible for managing settlers’ “civil”

affairs, including planning and administrative functions within settlement areas.

The Israeli military established the first settler regional council in the Jordan

Valley in early 1979, followed later that year by the Mateh Binyamin council. Soon

after, the Yesha Council was formed as an umbrella organization coordinating the

activities of settler councils.

Although the Israeli Coordination of Government Activities in the Territories

(COGAT) is the  Israeli military unit tasked with administering the occupation of

the West Bank, settler regional councils have gained increasing influence over

Palestinian affairs in recent years. These councils exercise quasi-governmental

authority, plan and administer infrastructure, and provide services. They embody a

system of settler self-rule that further fragments Palestinian geography and

governance, bypassing international law with the backing of the Israeli regime. In

practice, settler councils function as parallel administrative authorities, operating

outside formal state channels while wielding de facto state power. Their
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integration into Israel’s broader bureaucratic apparatus has blurred the distinction

between official governance and informal settler enforcement.

In February 2023, Israeli Minister of Finance Bezalel Smotrich was granted broad

authority over settlement planning, construction, and civilian affairs in the West

Bank. This arrangement effectively transferred key powers previously held by

COGAT and its operational arm, the Civil Administration, to Smotrich and his

settler allies. This transfer of authority has enabled unprecedented settlement

growth while severely constraining Palestinian life and development across much

of the West Bank.

Today, six settler regional councils preside over the occupied West Bank, openly

calling to bring in one million settlers and impose “Israeli sovereignty” over the

territory. Their representatives have increasingly become the public face of the

occupation, exemplified by figures such as Shai Eigner. Identified as the land

inspector for the Jordan Valley’s settler regional council, Eigner has become

a notorious figure among Palestinian residents of the Al-Jiftlik area.

Local reports describe repeated incidents in which he has threatened Palestinians

and used drones to monitor and intimidate them on agricultural land. Although

media outlets often distinguish between settler and army violence—framing the

former as “wildcards” acting independently of the latter—in practice, state and

settler violence are indistinguishable, operating as mutually reinforcing arms of

the same settler-colonial system. 

In 2024, the Palestinian Authority (PA) distributed supplies and water tanks to

support communities whose cattle had been stolen; among them was Al-Farisia,

which had endured years of settler attacks. Shortly after the PA visit concluded,

Eigner—accompanied by Israeli soldiers—arrived to inspect the aid and intimidate

residents. In the months that followed, settlers repeatedly raided and robbed the

same rural community.
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Despite these attacks, Palestinians in the Jordan Valley remain determined to stay

on their land and resist ongoing colonization. Initiatives such as the Jordan Valley

Solidarity Movement have supported community steadfastness by rebuilding

demolished homes, constructing clinics, repairing damaged structures, and

securing temporary access to water. Yet as the settler movement grows

increasingly emboldened, assaults on Palestinian communities have intensified,

leaving residents facing an ever more uneven struggle. Grassroots volunteers are

stretched thin in confronting a well-resourced, state-backed apparatus of settler-

colonial expansion.

A Unified System of Dispossession

It is important to understand that Eigner’s actions, and those of other settler

council representatives, are carried out in coordination with Israeli security forces

and state authorities. Israeli settlers and state institutions thus operate as an

integrated apparatus advancing Palestinian dispossession and displacement. In

one documented case in the Jordan Valley, Palestinian villagers reported that

armed settlers seized their livestock and removed the animals in the presence of

Israeli security forces. Residents stated that the forces failed to intervene,

questioning Palestinian ownership claims rather than preventing the transfer of

the animals to settlers. Such incidents reflect broader patterns in which settler

violence and state enforcement function in tandem.

Israeli state-imposed restrictions on movement and access to resources operate

alongside settler seizures, together undermining Palestinian livelihoods and driving

displacement. Trucks transporting animal feed are routinely stopped, searched,

and confiscated by Israeli authorities under allegations of smuggling without

evidence. Israeli occupation forces regularly subject Palestinians to arbitrary

delays and harassment at checkpoints, where movement and daily life depend on

soldiers’ discretion. These practices collectively reinforce a regime of coercive
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displacement.

Since October 7, 2023, the situation has deteriorated. Occupation authorities have

installed new metal gates at the entrances of many Palestinian communities to

exert comprehensive control over movement. This practice is especially

pronounced in the Jordan Valley, where an activist from Al-Zbeidat, a village

neighboring Al-Jiftlik, has described the current period as the “age of gates.” These

barriers confine Palestinians to urban enclaves and sever them from land and

livelihoods. Although Palestinians constitute more than 80% of the Jordan Valley’s

population, they are restricted to roughly 5% of the territory, facilitating

settlement expansion. This restriction is the culmination of decades of

displacement: the Jordan Valley has witnessed a steep decline in its Palestinian

population since 1967, from approximately 275,000 to about 60,000 today.

Meanwhile, the Israeli military safeguards settlement housing on occupied

Palestinian land and connects settlements to state infrastructure. The Israeli

regime designates settlements as “national priority areas,” granting them access

to subsidies, state-backed mortgages, agricultural grants, and salary incentives,

particularly in education. This designation functions as a policy instrument to

expand and sustain settlements as part of Israel’s broader territorial strategy in

the West Bank. Israeli state institutions, working in coordination with the settler

movement, also select settlement sites to control water, farmland, and strategic

corridors, preventing the emergence of a contiguous Palestinian polity.

This approach is characteristic of settler-colonial governance, in which an

indigenous population is fragmented, economically constrained, and politically

marginalized to secure demographic dominance. These conditions are not

incidental byproducts of occupation but engineered outcomes of a coherent, long-

term strategy.

De Facto Annexation Without Consequences
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What experts once described as a “creeping annexation” has become an

accelerated drive toward formal annexation. Regional settler councils

openly frame Palestinian community initiatives as threats to the “Zionist

enterprise,” revealing the fundamental contradiction between Palestinian survival

and settler-colonial objectives. While some settler organizations articulate this

explicitly, it reflects the underlying aim of Israel’s colonization of Palestine.

For decades, the international community has paid lip service to negotiations over

land even as it was actively seized, without exerting meaningful pressure to halt

expropriation. Israeli ministers and political representatives across

both governing and opposition parties have openly vowed to annex additional

territory and prevent the establishment of a Palestinian state. Yet, these

declarations—along with unchecked settler aggression—have met no material

repercussions.

Instead, some states have imposed targeted sanctions on individual settler

leaders deemed particularly abusive toward Palestinians. There is little evidence

that these measures have alleviated Palestinian suffering or curtailed settlement

expansion. They also raise further questions: what threshold of rights violations is

deemed sanctionable, and why are specific individuals targeted while the broader

settler population—now exceeding 700,000—remains unaffected? Such policies

expose the tension between addressing individual acts of violence and confronting

the systemic, state-supported structures that enable them.

In practice, these measures—alongside symbolic recognition of a Palestinian

state—function as gestures that allow states to avoid the diplomatic cost of

applying meaningful pressure on the Israeli regime. Meanwhile, the Israeli regime’s

policy of providing state subsidies and material support to individuals relocating

to illegal settlements remains untouched by individual sanction frameworks.

This inconsistent approach has produced a tiered system of accountability and,
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alongside Israeli impunity in Gaza, has eroded international legal norms and the

post–World War II international order. A system that sanctions a handful of Israeli

settlers while ignoring the state institutions that enable them sends a clear

message: structural impunity remains firmly intact.

Conclusion

The Palestinian community of Arab al-Kaabneh foreshadows the future that

awaits Palestinian communities should settler regional councils achieve their

objectives. For years, the rural community faced systematic harassment, including

repeated attacks, livestock theft, and settler intimidation. Its school

was deliberately targeted: teachers were assaulted, children threatened, and fear

was instilled through tactics such as the digging of child-sized graves outside its

grounds. Persistent threats at checkpoints and a pervasive climate of fear

disrupted education and daily life. While Arab al-Kaabneh’s experience reflects

that of many villages across the region, its outcome is especially stark. As of July

2025, the community has been entirely depopulated, and settler outposts have

been established in its place.

The fate of Arab al-Kaabneh exemplifies the broader pattern of Palestinian

displacement unfolding across the West Bank. Absent meaningful intervention,

similar outcomes are likely to follow elsewhere.

The objectives of Israeli policy in the West Bank have become increasingly explicit

and remain fundamentally incompatible with any future in which Palestinians are

free and sovereign. The long-standing approach of “managing the conflict”

without addressing its root causes has become untenable. While Palestinians

continue to assert their right to remain on their land amid an expanding territorial

regime, the question now is whether third states will act—or once again leave

Palestinians to confront these intensifying assaults on their land and rights alone.
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