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Plight of the Palestinian Refugees 

Over the past several decades there have been numerous attempts to peacefully solve the 

Palestinian-Israeli Conflict. However, these negotiations have all resulted in failure, and one of 

the key sticking points is the growing issue of the millions of displaced Palestinian refugees 

across the world. As of today, the total number of Palestinian refugees is around 6.5 million, and 

five million live in either a refugee camp, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, the Gaza Strip or the West 

Bank; the rest are in the Gulf States, Iraq, Egypt, Australia, Europe, or the United States 

(Palestine Refugees). Using the definition of a Palestinian Refugee currently accepted by the 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), the number of Palestinian refugees will 

continue to grow and by 2035 there will be seven million Palestinians living in the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip as seen in Table 1 listed below (Chamie/Table 1). In my thesis, I will explore the 

background of the Palestinian refugee crisis, examine how the number of refugees has grown, 

and analyze the effects of United Nations Resolution 194 on Palestinian refugees and the peace 

negotiations between the Israelis and Palestinians over the subsequent decades. 

In 1923, the British government found there were around 700,000 people living in 

Palestine. Of these, around 80%, or 560,000, of the citizens in the area were Palestinian 

Muslims. The number of Jews living in the territory was 76,000, which was 10% of the total 

population. (Samuel). This is important because if a new democratic state had been created in the 

area, Arabs would control all the power in the government with their heavy majority.  In 1948, a 

United Nations report done by United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) found 

that the total population of the territory had risen to 1,800,000 with 68% (1,224,000) Arab 

Muslims and 32% (576,000) Jews (A/364). Between the years of 1919 and 1939, Arab 

immigration into the territory consisted of 50,000 people and the Jewish Agency found in 1947 
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that 77% of the total Arab population growth in the territory from 1914 and 1945 was from 

natural increase (childbirth primarily). Only 23% was due to immigration with the majority of 

immigrants coming from the surrounding countries of Syria, Egypt, Lebanon, and Transjordan 

(Mark LeVine). This is important because an increase of Arab population from childbirth instead 

of immigration discounts the argument made by some Israelis that illegal immigration boosted 

the Arab population at the time and that these illegal immigrants should have been deported by 

the British (Khalidi). These numbers would change however with the Second World War and its 

aftermath. 

  The colossal struggle of the Second World War drained the British of money, people, and 

resources to be able to keep their empire intact. With this lack of resources, the British were 

forced to remove themselves from the Middle East and handed over the problem of what the 

Palestinian area should become to the new United Nations. In May of 1947, the United Nations 

formed a Special Committee to analyze the situation in Palestine, and after four months they 

came back with a partition plan. The plan suggested that Palestine should be divided into two 

states: one Jewish and one Arab. The city of Jerusalem would become an international city that 

would be open for all to come and visit (Morris, 1948: A History of the First Arab-Israeli War & 

The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited). 

 With this report in hand, the United Nations accepted the idea of a two-state solution for 

the territory, and on November 29, 1947, the General Assembly voted on and adopted this plan. 

Immediately following this vote, Jews filled the streets in joy for their new state. However, 

Palestinians refused to accept this decision and on the next day would go out to the streets and 

commit acts of violence against Jews which would continue to escalate (Tovy). With a lack of 

British commitment to stop this violence due to their withdrawal from Palestine, the conflict 
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grew as both sides resorted to political violence using bombs, snipers, and ambushes. Starting in 

January of 1948, both sides began to arm for an all-out civil war. Palestinian officials called for a 

blockade of the city of Jerusalem with its 100,000 residents which would be implemented in 

February. Fifty-thousand upper class Arab citizens left Palestine by this point in the fighting due 

to the violence (Tovy). Over the remaining months until the start of the First Arab-Israeli War, 

the Jewish forces in the area were able to claim victory over the Arabs. Over 190 villages were 

captured along with four major cities: Tiberias, Jaffa, Safed and Haifa (Gelber). By May 1st, two 

weeks before the beginning of the First Arab-Israeli War, 175,000 Palestinians had left and 

became refugees due to the 1947-1948 Civil War. (Sachar). 

 On May 15, 1948, at exactly midnight the British Mandate over Palestine ended, and 

within several hours fighting began between Israeli forces and Iraq, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt. 

Originally, the war plan for the Arab side called for Syria to invade from the North, Jordan from 

the East, and Egypt from the South with other Arab forces participating where needed. However, 

from the start there was confusion and distrust between the Arab States which Israel would use to 

its advantage. (Gelber). Arab forces were only able to make small to modest gains against Israeli 

forces and the first truce initiated by the United Nations went into effect on June 11 and would 

last for 28 days. During this time, both sides would regularly break the terms of the truce by 

sending more men and weapons into the area. On July 8th the Egyptians broke the truce by 

attacking along the Gaza Strip, however for the next ten days it would be the Israelis who were 

to be on the offensive until a second United Nations truce was imposed on July 18th, which lasted 

until October 15. During the second truce, the Provisional State Council of Israel passed the Area 

of Jurisdiction and Power Ordinance which annexed all land taken by Israel since the start of the 

fighting to the state and all land later would as well be annexed under this ordinance. The third 
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and final phase of fighting would occur from October 15, 1948, through March 10, 1949, and by 

the time the war ended in 1949, Israel had gained control of land that was a third larger than the 

one allocated to them under the United Nations partition plan and included 78% of the territory 

that was originally supposed to be given to the Palestinian state (Morris, 1948: A History of the 

First Arab-Israeli War). 

 Between the months of May 1948, through March of 1949, the United Nations had been 

actively involved in the conflict, sending mediators and peace deals in an attempt to end the 

fighting. In addition, United Nations Resolution 194 was passed on December 11, 1948. 

Resolution 194 consists of 15 articles. The important article for this paper is Article 11, which 

addresses the compensation and settlement of refugees who had been forced from their homes 

during the conflict (A/RES/194). The specific text of Article 11: 

Resolves that the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their 

neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and that 

compensation should be paid for the property of those choosing not to return and for loss 

of or damage to property which, under principles of international law or in equity, should 

be made good by the Governments or authorities responsible; 

(United Nations Resolution 194, Article 11) 

 

 It is important to understand just how critical this article is in this resolution. The 

Palestinian “Right of Return” is one of the major complications in solving the Palestinian-Israeli 

Conflict and can be attributed directly to Article 11. Of the 58-member states at the time of 

passage of United Nations Resolution 194, 35 voted in favor, 15 against, and 8 abstained from 

voting on the resolution. An important note is that all Arab states in the U.N. at the time, Egypt, 

Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria, voted against this resolution. This is due to 

wording in the resolution that placed Jerusalem and its surrounding counties under United 

Nations control. The United States, United Kingdom, France, China, Canada, and Turkey are 
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some of the important states who voted in favor of Resolution 194 (A/RES/194(III)/Unbisnet). 

Ultimately, the United Nations Security Council did not vote on Resolution 194, so it is non-

binding for all parties. 

 With the end of fighting in Palestine, the dead and displaced could finally be counted. In 

what would become known as the 1948 Palestinian Exodus, or the Nakba (Catastrophe) by the 

Palestinians, the United Nations estimated that 700,000 Palestinians had fled their homes and left 

the territory, and 50,000 additional refugees were classified as “internal refugees” in Palestine. 

(Abdelrazek/Karmi). In the land that Israel would occupy after the war, 80% of the Arab 

population were driven from their homes in the fighting. These refugees would move to 

surrounding areas and countries and by June of 1950, 198,227 Palestinian refugees would live in 

the Egyptian controlled Gaza Strip, 506,200 in Jordan, 127,600 in Lebanon, and 82,194 in Syria 

(Tovy). Until 1967, Palestinian refugees in the West Bank were counted as part of Jordan’s 

refugee numbers. The first count of Palestinian refugees in the West Bank as a separate area 

occurred in 1970, with the refugee count being 272,692 Palestinians (UN Relief & Works 

Agency/Table 2). Table 2 gives a detailed description of the increase of Palestinian refugees 

from 1950 to 2014 in the surrounding Arab countries along with the Gaza Strip and West Bank. 

An important part of the Palestinian refugee crisis is the difference in definitions between 

a refugee, and a Palestinian refugee. The definition of a refugee was created at the United 

Nations Refugee Convention of 1951 and was updated in 1967. The definition: 

 

A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 

outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 

avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
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outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable 

or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 

(Convention And Protocol Relating To The Status Of Refugees/Alexander) 

 

 In 1949, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 

East (UNRWA) was created due to United Nations Resolution 302. The reason the Palestinian 

refugee problem continues can be attributed to UNRWA as they formed what would become a 

special classification status for Palestinian refugees (Takkenberg). UNRWA designed a unique 

definition for Palestinian refugees because they were instructed by the United Nations to oversee 

and assist the refugees from the recent Palestine Civil War and First Arab-Israeli War. Having a 

specific definition designated exactly who they were to help, as opposed to having to help every 

refugee in the world, which would have been a problem as there were still many refugees left 

from the Second World War. The exact wording of UNRWA’s definition of a Palestinian 

refugee is,  

“A Palestine refugee is a person whose normal residence was Palestine for a minimum of 

two years preceding the conflict in 1948, and who, as a result of the conflict, lost both his 

home and his means of livelihood and took refuge in one of the countries where UNRWA 

provides relief [Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, West Bank, Gaza]. Refugees within this 

definition and the direct descendants of such refugees are eligible for Agency assistance 

if they are: registered with UNRWA; living in the area of UNRWA operations; and in 

need” 

(Peretz) 

The main difference between a Palestinian refugee and a refugee as defined by the 1951 

Convention is that the status of being a refugee is passed on to Palestinian descendants. The fact 

that the status of being a Palestinian refugee carries on to descendants allows for the number of 

Palestinian refugees to continue to grow as the generations pass and sustains the Right of Return 

as a core issue of any attempted negotiations. Any Palestinian refugee who does not live in the 
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area defined by UNRWA, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, falls 

under the jurisdiction of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The 

UNHCR uses the 1951 definition of a refugee, which would technically mean their descendants 

do not receive the classification of a Palestinian refugee (United Nations). Another important 

difference is that under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights along with the Fourth 

Geneva Convention in 1948, all refugees have the right to return to their country of origin. This 

would normally mean Palestinian refugees should have been able to return to their homes after 

the end of the First Arab-Israeli War. However, due to a series of Israeli laws that passed in the 

intervening years, they would be prohibited from re-entering Israel. This has further complicated 

attempts to settle the Right of Return, which has been ongoing ever since the Lausanne 

Conference of 1949 (Asylum & the Rights of Refugees).  

With the conclusion of First Arab-Israeli War, the Lausanne Conference of 1949 was 

created to try to address grievances from the war which included what to do with the displaced 

Palestinian refugees. Representatives from Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the Arab 

Higher Committee consisting of leaders from the Palestinian Arab clans in Palestine all were in 

attendance along with the United Nations Conciliation Commission. The Arab states refused to 

negotiate directly with Israel, so all conversations were carried back and forth from the 

Conciliation Commission members. Israel’s stance on the Palestinian refugees at this conference 

was that since the Arab states were the ones who started the war, they were the ones responsible 

for the Palestinian refugees and their homes. The Arab states wanted the Palestinian refugees to 

be able to return wherever they wanted and to receive compensation from Israel for damages. 

However, Transjordan was willing to accept Palestinian refugees if the refugees were given the 

choice to either stay in Transjordan or return home. During an impasse in negotiations at the 
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conference, Israel, under pressure from the United States and the United Nations Conciliation 

Commission, made an offer to pay compensation to refugees for their abandoned properties. In 

addition, Israel would be willing to accept 100,000 Palestinian refugees back into Israeli territory 

in return for a comprehensive peace deal with the Arab states present. These refugees would not 

be allowed to return to their homes, they would be re-settled elsewhere in Israel. Ultimately this 

offer was rejected for being too small; the Arab states were looking for more, and few results 

would come from the conference (Chiller). 

After the Lausanne Conference, there were no attempts made at solving the Palestinian 

exodus of 1948 and returning the refugees back to Israeli land. During the period of 1949-1956, 

87 Palestinian villages were taken over by Israel, and among these 87 villages, 36 were 

completely emptied by the Israeli military. These actions caused an additional 30,000 

Palestinians to become refugees and leave for refugee camps in the West Bank. Israel removed 

Palestinians from these villages due to security concerns. After the end of the First Arab-Israeli 

War, Israel saw these villages as potential hiding spots for Arab spies and resupply points for 

neighboring Arab armies if war would ever break out again. Emptying these Arab villages 

removed these security problems for Israel, while also allowing Israel to repopulate them with 

Jewish settlers who were loyal to the state and would help grow the economy (Morris, Israel's 

Border Wars). 

 With the increase of Palestinian refugees, an important item to understand are the laws 

passed by the Israeli government during and shortly after the Israeli Independence War that 

related to Palestinian refugees. On June 24th, 1948, the Provisional Council of State approved the 

Abandoned Areas Ordinance, 5708–1948. This law allowed the Israeli government to handle 

abandoned Arab property. On March 31st, 1950, the Absentees’ Property Law, 5710-1950 was 
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approved which set the legal standing for abandoned Arab property, and the limitations set on the 

Israeli government on their use of the property. The Absentees’ Property Law has three 

principles: 

1)To prevent the enemy–whether they are absent from the country or whether they are 

under arrest or under supervision–from using their assets or enjoying them for the duration of the 

war; 2) to enable the state to use these assets temporarily; 3) to protect them on behalf of their 

owners in order to return them when the state of emergency would be lifted or to use them to 

dispose of counterclaims or war damage. 

(Absentees’ Property Law, 5710-1950) 

 

 The scope of this law and its principles was that the Israeli government would be the 

temporary holder of this property, and that the Israeli government would not be allowed to fully 

utilize the property. This would change with the passing of the Absentees’ Property Law, 5710-

195 which made the Israeli government the full owner of abandoned Arab property. This added 

16,000 square kilometers of land to Israeli jurisdiction and allowed the Israeli government to use 

it as they saw fit. If a Palestinian refugee were to return to their property, they would be labeled 

as a, “Present Absentee” and would be unlikely to receive their property back from the 

government. The Absentee’s Property Law would play an important role in Israel’s future. By 

1954 over one-third of Israel’s population lived on confiscated Arab land, and 350 new Jewish 

settlements had been established on this now Israeli land (Tovy/Sayegh). 

 On July 5th, 1950, the Israeli Knesset passed the Law of Return. The Law of Return forms 

the backbone of Israel immigration policy, as it allows for Jews in the world to move to Israel 

and immediately be granted Israeli citizenship within three months of arrival. Originally, there 

was disagreement on who exactly was a Jew; however Israeli lawmakers decided at the time that 

the issue would resolve itself later. In 1970, some clarification was provided when the right of 

return was extended to those who were born Jews, those who had Jewish ancestry, and those who 
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were converts to Judaism. Israel has the ability in the Law of Return to deny access and 

citizenship to any non-Israeli Jew who is applying for several reasons which include: possession 

of a criminal record, the person in question carries a contagious disease, or most importantly the 

person in question is deemed a threat to Israeli society. While this provision is powerful, Israel 

has only used it several times with notable cases being Soviet spy Robert Soblen, and American 

mobster Meyer Lanksy. Palestinians view the Law of Return as unfair to them, as Israel allows 

Jews from around the world to gain citizenship in Israel regardless of their origins, while 

Palestinians who may have lived there prior to the war do not have that same ability. 

(Kaplan/Israeli Practices)  

With these laws in place, this brings us to the Six-Day War. On June 5, 1967, Israel 

launched a preemptive attack on Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. By June 11, 1967, Israel had achieved 

a total victory in the war, fewer than 1,000 Israelis were killed compared to 20,000 Arabs, and 

Israel had acquired the Sinai Peninsula, Gaza Strip, West Bank, and Golan Heights. This conflict 

forced 292,0000 Palestinians to become refugees, fleeing from the West Bank and the Gaza 

Strip, of which 245,000 would flee into Jordan, 11,000 into Egypt, and 36,000 into Syria. 

(McDowall).  

Before my analysis, I will explain the current state of Palestinian refugees living in the 

Middle East; while I am looking at this problem at an international level, it still is an issue that 

affects the everyday lives of millions. Today there are 52 refugee camps recognized by UNRWA 

of which 19 are in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, 13 in Syria, 12 in Lebanon, and 10 in 

Jordan. The largest refugee camp is the Jabalia Camp located in the Gaza Strip which is home to 

120,000 Palestinian refugees in an area less than one square mile. For a better idea of where 
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exactly all the Palestinian refugee camps are located, please see Table 3 attached below (United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees).  

Life in a Palestinian refugee camp differs based on where the camp is located. Camps in 

the Gaza Strip have suffered extensive hardships due to the Israeli blockade and have one of the 

highest population densities in the world. Residents in the Gaza Strip deal with limited 

electricity, contaminated water, high unemployment, and overcrowding. Refugee camps in the 

West Bank, while not ideal, are much better situated than those in the Gaza Strip. Density is less 

of an issue; the largest camp in the West Bank is the same size as the smallest in the Gaza Strip, 

and the main obstacle confronting refugees is a high unemployment. Refugees in camps in Syria, 

while having similar rights to Syrian citizens, have traditionally struggled with high infant 

mortality rates and low levels of enrollment in school. With the start of the Syrian Civil War in 

2011, Palestinian refugees in Syria who can leave have fled to camps in Lebanon or Jordan; 

those who remain face fighting all around them. Camps in Lebanon have the highest percentage 

of Palestinians living in abject poverty out of any UNRWA area. This is further compounded by 

the fact that Palestinians in Lebanon cannot claim citizenship and as such are blocked from over 

twenty different professions. Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon suffer from overcrowding, 

poor housing, and a lack of basic infrastructure which has been made worse by the influx of 

Palestinian refugees from Jordan. Palestinians living in refugee camps in Jordan arguably have 

the best circumstances out of any UNRWA area; most Palestinian refugees are granted 

citizenship in Jordan, which enhances their rights and opportunities. Despite this, Jordan houses 

more than two million refugees, and poverty is a major issue throughout most of the refugee 

camps. With this hardship, pollsters are often curious to see how Palestinian refugees across 

UNRWA’s area of operations feel about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (WHERE WE WORK). 
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In July of 2018, the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research conducted their 

most recent poll where they asked 2,150 Palestinian adults in the Gaza Strip and West Bank 

about what they think is the best way for Palestinians to secure their own state. Thirty-nine 

percent (838) of those questioned said that they feel that negotiations with Israel are the best way 

to proceed forward in establishing a Palestinian state. Thirty-four percent (737) believe that 

armed resistance is the best method and twenty-one percent (451) argue that non-violent 

resistance is the top approach to take. While support for negotiations has increased over the past 

several months, three months ago the top answer was armed resistance at thirty-five percent. If 

you combine the support for violent and non-violent resistance, the majority of those viewed 

(1,182) still feel that resistance is a better solution than negotiations. Along with this, fifty-eight 

percent (1,247) believe that it is Israel’s goal to annex the occupied territories and expel the 

Palestinian population and forty-three percent (924) support a resumption of an armed intifada. 

This support for resistance over negotiations is important as it gives Palestinian leadership less 

reason to negotiate with Israel and be willing to compromise as their populace does not see 

negotiations as the answer to establishing a Palestinian state (Public Opinion Poll No -68).  

With this background of the Palestinian refugee problem, I begin my analysis with the 

Madrid Conference of 1991. The Madrid Conference of 1991 was an attempt by the international 

community to revive Palestinian-Israeli negotiations after the end of the First Gulf War, and the 

key players invited to the conference were the United States, Soviet Union, Israel, Syria, Jordan, 

Lebanon, and a joint Palestinian-Jordan delegation. The goal of the Madrid Conference was to 

serve as a forum for all sides which would lead to bilateral and multilateral negotiations 

afterwards between Israel and the Palestine delegation, and Israel, the Palestine delegation, and 

the rest of the states invited. The bilateral and multilateral negotiations began immediately after 
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the Madrid Conference formally ended on November 3, 1991. To start the multilateral 

negotiations, the Palestinian delegation stated its longstanding position that Israel was guilty of 

causing the Palestinian refugee problem because the IDF had expelled Palestinians from Israel. 

Secondly, the Palestinian delegation stated that under Resolution 194 and international law, all 

Palestinian refugees and their descendants had the right to return to wherever they had been 

expelled from Israel. Israel then stated its position that since the Arab states were responsible for 

the First Arab-Israeli War that they should be responsible for the Palestinian refugees, and very 

few if any should be allowed to return to Israel. Israel was also concerned that no serious 

progress would be made in multilateral negotiations, as the Palestinian delegation would try to 

gain the world’s favor by making demands that Israel would never be able to agree with, which 

would put Israel in a bad light. These multilateral negotiations were still ongoing when the 

signing of the Oslo Accords occurred, and in this good light the Israeli government decided to 

announce at the Madrid Conference that they would double the number of yearly Palestinian 

family reunifications from 1,000 to 2,000. In the Oslo Accords, Israel and the PLO agreed that 

negotiations on the issue of Palestinian refugees would occur later, so no other results came 

directly from the Madrid Conference. Despite this, Palestinians were pleased that their status as 

refugees had topped the agenda of an international conference for the first time in over forty 

years, and this good will between both sides would bear fruit in the Oslo Accords. (Tovy, 

Negotiating the Palestinian Refugees). 

 The Oslo Accords were a set of agreements between Israel and the Palestine Liberation 

Organization in 1993 and 1995. The Oslo Accords set out a framework in which Israel would 

cede authority and withdraw its troops from the West Bank and Gaza Strip to a newly created 

Palestinian Authority (PA) who would in turn establish a government and rule of law over the 
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Palestinian people. After the Palestinian Authority was situated for a period, negotiations 

between Israel and PA were to be held which would settle remaining issues such as Jerusalem, 

refugees, and security cooperation between the two states. The idea behind this was that trust had 

to be built between both sides before any of the harder issues involved could be dealt with. 

Negotiations on these issues were set to begin on May 4, 1996, and a final peace agreement was 

supposed to have occurred by May 4, 1999; however, this did not happen due to a breakdown in 

negotiations shortly after the assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Rabin on November 4th, 

1995. This stalemate would last for nearly five years until secret negotiations were held between 

Israeli and Palestinian officials in Stockholm in the spring of 2000. During these negotiations, 

which were held over the course of fifteen meetings, discussions centered on the creation of a 

Palestinian state, the fate of Jerusalem, and how to solve the Palestinian refugee crisis. Israel 

proposed that they would accept 15,000 refugees under a family reunification style plan, while 

the Palestinians instead proposed that while they would not insist on a full implementation of the 

Right to Return, they would expect it to form the core of any final solution instead of Israel’s 

proposed family reunification plan. These negotiations, while not ultimately successful, would 

form the basis for the talks at Camp David later that year.  (Taheri-Keramati/Fischbach/Tovy, 

Negotiating the Palestinian Refugees). 

 In July of 2000, President Clinton invited Israeli and Palestinian leaders to Camp David 

in the United States to continue work on peace negotiations and to possibly revive the Oslo 

Accords. While Palestinian officials were initially reluctant to attend due to what they saw as a 

lack of progress in previous negotiations, they eventually did agree to the summit. At the 

summit, verbal discussions were held on most of the major issues which included Jerusalem, 

settlements, refugees, and security arrangements. Regarding Palestinian refugees, Palestinian 
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leaders restated their position that all Palestinian refugees should have the right to return and 

settle in Israel if they wanted to do so. However, to address Israel’s concerns about what this 

influx of refugees would do to Israel’s demographics, Palestinian leaders suggested that the two 

sides would cooperate in trying to steer most refugees away from returning to Israel. According 

to then United States Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, Palestinian leaders were also willing 

to accept a limit on the number of refugees that would be able to return to Israel. Under this idea, 

Israel would gradually start to accept refugees, with the eventual cap being 150,000 refugees 

allowed per year. The Israeli offer was that 100,000 Palestinian refugees would be allowed back 

into Israel based on humanitarian concerns or to reunify families along with an Israeli statement 

of regret over the suffering of the Palestinian refugees. Along with this, Israel would help pay the 

resettlement and absorption of all other Palestinian refugees outside of Israel and Israel 

suggested that an international fund of thirty billion dollars should be established which would 

help pay for lost Palestinian property. After several weeks of discussion, Israel and the 

Palestinian delegation left Camp David yet again unable to reach an agreement as Palestinian 

officials were not willing to meet Israel’s level of concessions on the issues of Palestinian 

refugees or Jerusalem, and public opinion from both Israelis and Palestinians back at home was 

against any form of compromise when it came to the issue of Palestinian refugees 

(Akram/Shyovitz/Tovy, Negotiating the Palestinian Refugees).  

 In September of 2000 the Second Intifada started after Israeli opposition leader Ariel 

Sharon visited the Temple Mount. While nominally an attempt to reassert the ability of all 

Israeli’s to visit the Temple Mount, this action would inflame Palestinians in the region and lead 

to years of violence between Israelis and Palestinians. Under this dark cloud of Israeli-

Palestinian hostilities, an Israeli delegation met with a Palestinian delegation in Washington for 
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five days of discussions before President Clinton left office at the start of 2001. In what would 

become known as the “Clinton Parameters,” President Clinton proposed that Israel give a created 

Palestinian state 96 percent of the West Bank, 100 percent of the Gaza Strip, along with control 

of all Arab districts in East Jerusalem and control over all the Old City except for the Jewish 

quarter and the Western Wall. Palestinian refugees would have the option between returning 

home to a new Palestinian state, rehabilitation where they currently lived, relocation to another 

country, or a certain number decided by Israel could return to Israel under a family reunification 

plan. While Prime Minister Barak immediately accepted this offer, Arafat, the leader of the 

Palestinian delegation, stated that the Palestinian delegation would not accept any offer that gave 

up the Right of Return for any Palestinian refugee. With Palestinians demonstrating in the streets 

against President Clinton’s proposal, Israeli and Palestinian officials left Washington D.C. 

unable to reach an agreement, but with an idea to continue talks the following month in Taba 

(Tovy - Negotiating the Palestinian Refugees). 

 Shortly following the Clinton Parameter Talks was the Taba Summit in January of 2001. 

As with the Camp David Summit, all the major issues were again discussed with the goal of a 

final agreement being reached. Both sides were in favor of an implementation of United Nations 

Resolution 194, and Israel suggested that after an agreement was reached that both sides would 

share a joint narrative on history of the Palestinian refugees. This idea was approved by the 

Palestinian delegation, and although much progress was made in this area, no final narrative was 

approved by both sides. Also discussed were the Palestinian refugees. The Palestinian position 

was that Israel must admit a moral and legal responsibility for causing the Palestinian refugee 

crisis, and that they were also responsible in preventing a lasting solution for it. In addition, 

Israel must admit all Palestinian refugees who wish to return to Israel and all refugees would be 
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given compensation for their lost property and time that they suffered as refugees. Also, Israel 

must pay compensation to the future Palestinian state for buildings appropriated by Israel and 

pay compensation to any Arab state who hosted Palestinian refugees. Israel did not reject this 

position, but instead suggested a fifteen-year program which would consist of three tracks. In the 

first five-year track, 25,000 refugees would be accepted into Israel in three years, and within five 

years 40,000 would be accepted. In the second five-year track, a similar number of refugees 

would be accepted into Israeli territory that would eventually be swapped with Palestinian 

territory. In the final five years of the program, Israel would accept 40,000 more refugees as part 

of a family reunification program. Under this program, Palestinian refugees in Lebanon would be 

given preference, however the Palestinian delegation declined Israel’s offer and this is as far as 

discussions went regarding refugees at the Taba Summit. The end of the Taba Summit was met 

with an announcement by the Israeli and Palestinian delegations that they were, “Closer than 

ever” to reaching an agreement. However, they had simply run out of time. With President 

Clinton out of office, and Israeli Prime Minister Barak facing an election in two weeks, an 

election in which Barak would lose handedly to Likud leader Ariel Sharon, the political will was 

simply not there to finalize any deal between the two sides (The Taba Negotiations/Palestine-

Israel Journal/Tovy - Negotiating the Palestinian Refugees). 

 A year after the Taba Summit in 2002, the Arab League gathered in Beirut where they 

offered Israel a historic chance to end the Arab-Israeli conflict. In return for an Israeli withdraw 

to the pre-1967 borders, and the subsequent creation of an independent Palestinian state, all 

members of the Arab League would sign peace deals and initiate trade deals with Israel. In this 

Arab Peace Initiative, the Arab League stated that the Palestinian refugee situation would have 

"to be agreed upon in accordance with UN General Assembly Resolution 194”. While this 
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phrasing by the Arab states was vague, this was intentional to calm Israeli fears about what a full 

implementation of the Palestinian Right of Return would do to Israeli demographics, while also 

calming Lebanon’s worries about how they would settle additional Palestinian refugees who 

would be returning to the area. This deal was almost immediately rejected by then Israeli Prime 

Minister Sharon because it undercut Israeli-Palestinian bilateral negotiations that were called for 

in United Nations Resolutions 242 and 338. While subsequent Israeli prime ministers have 

voiced tentative support for the Arab Initiative, which itself has been approved in every Arab 

League meeting since 2002, subsequent discussions have not gone far as the territory 

concessions that Israel would have to make to return to the pre-1967 borders along with the 

division of Jerusalem are simply too much for Israel to agree to. (Elie) 

Three months after the Arab Peace Initiative was agreed to at the Beirut Summit of 2002, 

the Quartet on the Middle East which consists of the United States, European Union, Russia, and 

the United Nations offered an American made plan which was called the “Roadmap for Peace”. 

The roadmap for peace consisted of three phases with the goal of a Palestinian state being 

created by the end of 2005. In the first phase, Israeli and Palestinian officials would agree to an 

immediate ceasefire which would be followed by Palestinian elections. Along with this, Israel 

would freeze settlement construction, dismantle settlements built since 2001, and withdraw to 

positions they held immediately before the Second Intifada. The second phase was the 

establishment of a Palestinian state along with negotiations between Israel and this future 

Palestinian state regarding refugees, arms control, water resources, and economic development. 

The last phase was a permanent peace agreement between Israel and Palestine which would 

settle all issues including: Jerusalem, Palestinian refugees, and settlements. Initially the Israeli 

government approved the roadmap with fourteen reservations. The most important of these for 
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this thesis was reservation number six, which detailed that Israel had the right to refuse the return 

of any Palestinian refugee to Israel. This point was reinforced when the Israeli government 

issued a statement saying that, “The Government of Israel further clarifies that, both during and 

subsequent to the political process, the resolution of the issue of the refugees will not include 

their entry into or settlement within the State of Israel." This statement coupled with Israel’s 

refusal to freeze settlement construction along with an increase of violence due to the Second 

Intifada effectively killed negotiations for a time and while both sides remained committed to the 

ideas of the roadmap, by 2008 it was a dead proposal (The Roadmap for Peace). 

 In December of 2003, a secret fifty-page document was made public for the first time. 

Known as the Geneva Initiative, it was the culmination of over two years of discussions and 

among its creators were former Israeli Minister of Justice Yossi Bellin, and former Palestinian 

Authority Minister Yasser Abed Rabbo. The Geneva Initiative attempted to tackle the Palestinian 

refugee problem in several ways. First, refugees would be entitled to compensation for their time 

as refugees and loss of property based on the value of their property at the time of their 

displacement. The states that hosted Palestinian refugees would be given compensation which 

would vary between states based on how many refugees they hosted. Secondly, Palestinian 

refugees were given numerous places to choose to go to or stay. Palestinian refugees could go to 

the newly created Palestinian state, areas in Israel that were to be given to Palestine, or to any 

third country that would be willing to accept Palestinian refugees for permanent settlement. As 

part of this agreement Israel would allow a certain number of Palestinian refugees back into 

Israel. This would be based on the average of how many Palestinian refugees third party 

countries were taking in. Palestinian refugees in Lebanon were to be given priority status due to 

their exceptionally poor living situation, however all Palestinian refugees could choose where 
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they would go. The Geneva Initiative, while widely praised by the international community at 

the time of its release, was heavily criticized by Israeli Prime Minister Sharon, so it did not gain 

much traction and quickly became yet another failed peace plan. (Geneva) 

 Following the Geneva Initiative, no notable peace talks were held until November of 

2007 when then United States President George W. Bush invited Israel, Palestinian leaders, and 

over forty other countries to Annapolis, Maryland, to restart Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. The 

conference and the subsequent negotiations were to be based on the framework of the Roadmap 

For Peace put out in 2002. However, the results were ultimately the same, as negotiations did not 

prove productive. Since then, no serious negotiations regarding peace between the Palestinians 

and Israeli’s have been held as the Arab Spring took over the Middle East in 2010. As of today, 

the Middle East is engulfed in the Syrian Civil War along with the Yemeni Civil War and as 

such, finding a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has taken a lower priority. Recent 

developments in the Palestine region have also hurt the chances of future negotiations as well. In 

July of 2018, the Israeli Knesset passed the, “Basic Law, Israel as the Nation-State of the Jewish 

People”. This law reinforces the notion that Israel is the nation-state of the Jewish people alone 

by making Hebrew the official language and calendar of Israel. This law was met by fierce 

criticism from around the world with the claim that Israel had legalized apartheid at the expense 

of the Palestinian people. Along with this in August of 2018, the Trump Administration 

announced that it would be halting funding to UNRWA, This move will leave UNRWA short on 

resources necessary to assist Palestinian refugees in the Middle East. (Boudreaux/Wong).  

 Fifty years of conflict and numerous negotiations later, the world still does not have a 

comprehensive peace deal between Israelis and Palestinians that provides a solution for 

Palestinian refugees. In my opinion, both sides are responsible. Israel can be blamed for the 
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creation and furthering of the Palestinian refugee crisis due to their military activities in the First 

Arab-Israeli War and Six-Day War which displaced hundreds of thousands of Palestinian 

refugees. In addition to this, Israel’s removal of Arab Palestinians from their villages after the 

First Arab-Israeli War. was inhumane and caused even more to unjustly lose their homes and 

join the legions of Palestinian refugees in the already overcrowded refugee camps. However, 

Palestinian leadership has a share of the blame for the current situation as well. Palestinian 

leadership were unwilling to negotiate away from their principle of, “Right of Return for every 

Palestinian refugee” during the Camp David, Clinton Parameter, or Taba Summit negotiations 

during which Israeli leaders were willing to make concessions that even the Israeli population 

did not approve of and peace was a very real prospect. With the election of Arial Sharon in 2001 

shortly after the Taba Summit, that chance was lost and neither side has been willing to seriously 

negotiate since. With no end to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in sight, that lost opportunity is a 

tragedy for the Palestinian refugees who will have to wait another day to see their own state. 
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