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Introduction 

Since the proclamation of the State of Israel in 1948, official dealings with the 
indigenous inhabitants of the Naqab region1 have been contentious. State policies over 
decades have involved large-scale evictions, displacement, destruction of houses and 
villages, severe building prohibitions, depletion of the communitiesô cultivated areas and 
livestock, and outright dispossession. Israeli planning and development of the area have 
favored more-regularized forms of settlements with statutory plans, catering to the influx 
of Jewish immigrants. In recent years, the indigenous villagers and internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) have become more resilient in resisting pressures to leave their present 
homes to government-planned settlements through greater community organization and 
persistent rebuilding of their government-demolished structures.  
 
Some 45 of these villages remain ñunrecognizedò; that is, omitted from any Israeli 
statutory plans. The two sidesðthe State and these indigenous communitiesðare 
locked in opposition, faced off in a struggle that coincides with an aggressive 
development push by the Government of Israel (GoI) and state agencies to remove the 
ñunrecognizedò villages and expand contiguous Jewish settlements.  

 
Following a series of Knesset Commission 
hearings on the issues, on 28 October 2007, 
the GoI executive requested from the Ministry 
of Housing and Construction (MoHC) to 
establish a Commission that would submit to 
the government recommendations on ways to 
regulate the Bedouin villages in the Naqab, 
the largest territorial region making up the 
State of Israel.  
 
On 23 December 2007, the Minister of 
Housing and Construction nominated the 
members of the ñCommission for Regulating 
Bedouin Settlement in the Negev,ò with 
Israelôs former Chief Justice Eliezer Goldberg 
at its head. Its membership included members 
of the Bedouin community and the 
Commission saw itself as being required to 

ñbalance between the position of the government and that of the Bedouins: a policy that 
considers the claims and needs of the Bedouin, but at the same time does not ignore 
the needs of the state, and its land and financial reserves.ò The Commission 
subsequently invited individuals and associations to present testimony and 
documentary information to inform about the issues involved, values at stake and to 
develop recommendations for a solution.  
 

                                                 
1
 Originally, al-Naqab, in Arabic; in Hebrew, ha Negev. 

ñUnrecognizedò Villages 

Between 1948 and 1966, Israel imposed a 
military administration on Palestinian living 
within its side of the 1948ï49 Armistice 
Line and designated 85 percent of the 
Negev as "State land." All Bedouin 
habitation was retroactively termed illegal. 
All official policy and information is based 
on the pretence that these villages do not 
exist. Consequently, they are excluded 
from plans and remain officially 
unrecognized, with few exceptions. Under 
Israeli planning criteria, those villages and 
settlements therefore do not receive public 
services and remain subject to demolition 
and appropriation into regional plans under 
Jewish Agency criteria; (i.e., for the 
exclusive benefit of ñJewish nationalsò). 
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The Goldberg Commission has augured a new way of dealing with the Naqabôs citizens 
of Bedouin heritage, part of the indigenous Palestinian people. However, some 
perceived its mandate as biased, since the Commission was authorized to issue 
recommendations for implementing what they saw as an inherently flawed policy of 
dispossession and discrimination. Ultimately, many concerned parties contributed to the 
Goldberg Commission process, ranging from ñunrecognizedò residents to international 
organizations. 
 
Following that long consultative process, the GoI decided on 15 July 2008 to establish 
the Authority for Resolving the Bedouin Settlement in al-Naqab. The Goldberg 
Commission issued its recommendations to government in October 2008. Then Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmertôs administration expressed keen interest in the outcomes and 
established an interministerial Commission1 to take the recommendations forward.  
 
Many in Israel, including some members of the Bedouin community and others, saw this 
as an extraordinary opportunity to revisit the inadequate land claims process and as a 
route for resolving long-outstanding disputes, which had caused much resentment and 
confined Bedouin communities to a life of perpetual dispossession and poverty. 
Meanwhile, outstanding ownership claims by Arab Bedouin currently cover about 776,000 

dunams of land in the Naqab.
2 

 
 
The International Fact-finding Mission  

The International Fact-finding Mission to the Naqab/Negev (IFFM), with its present 
report, is one of the civilian outcomes of the Goldberg process. Grounded in a common 
concern for respect, protection and fulfillment of the rights of the affected people, the 
Habitat International Coalitionôs Housing and Land Rights Network (HIC-HLRN) and its 
local Member, the Regional Council of Unrecognized Villages (RCUV) came together to 
organize an independent mission of four renowned international experts in 
complementary fields to assess the situation and proffer to all levels of government in 
Israel practical recommendations within the framework of universal human rights 
criteria. Those criteria constitute state obligations for Israel to apply them by virtue of its 
status as a state party to the relevant treaties and its membership in the community of 
states. The Fact-finding Mission teamôs approach applies the indispensible legal 
framework that is not explicit in the current Israeli development policies, or the Goldberg 
Commissionôs advisory mandate. 
 
At a critical moment in the process, following release of the Goldberg Commission 
recommendations, and before the 2009-elected Israeli government responds to them, 
HIC-HLRN and RCUV sought to fill the gap in time and substance with the expertise 
that seeks a needed problem-solving objective and offers and expert international view. 
As the FFM follows the submission of the Goldberg Commission recommendations to 
GoI, the present report is as much an expert evaluation of those outcomes as it is an 
assessment of the current situation on the ground. 
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The overall aim of the International Fact-finding Mission (IFFM) has been to secure the 
rights of the unrecognized-villages community and to face the challenges created after 
the establishment of the Goldberg Commission and the Authority for Resolving al-
Naqab Bedouin Settlement. This IFFM forms part of a larger effort to apply human rights 
criteria practically, by posing policy alternatives grounded in the minimum international 
standards of justice, human rights and good practice established for forward progress 
and the evolution of statecraft. 
 
In order to address the issues and values sufficiently and to provide the expert advice 
required, HIC-HLRN and RCUV invited the following prominent experts to form the 
investigative team: 

Anthony Coon, previously head of urban planning at Strathclyde University, 
Glasgow (Scotland), author of Planning under Military Occupation (1992). Prof. 
Coon participated in the HIC 1993 FFM to Palestine/Israel and is coauthor (with 
Liz Hodgkin) of Demolition and dispossession: the destruction of Palestinian 
homes, the 1999 Amnesty International report on house demolitions in the 
occupied Palestinian territory; 

 
Steve Kahanovitz works in the Cape Town office of South Africaôs public interest 
law group the Legal Resources Centre. He has previously served as legal and 
national director of the LRC after many years representing clients facing an 
oppressive apartheid state, and more recently has been defending socio economic 
rights on behalf of the LRCôs poor clients. He is a graduate of the University of 
Cape Town (BA); the University of the Witwatersrand (LLB) and the London 
School of Economics (LLM).  
 
Miloon Kothari, former UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing (2001ï08) 
and codirector of the Center of Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), is a 
founder of Housing and Land Rights Network of Habitat International Coalition and 
current coordinator of HIC-HLRN South Asia Regional Programme.  
 
Rodolfo Stavenhagen is a sociologist and a professor-researcher at El Colegio 
de México. A former Assistant Director General of UNESCO, Prof. Stavenhagen 
served as United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of the human rights 
and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people (2001ï08). Rodolfo Stavenhagen 
is author of the book Ethnic Conflicts and the Nation State (New York: Macmillan, 
1996). 

 
 
Summary of Findings 

At the invitation of its local member, the Regional Council for the Unrecognized Villages 
(RCUV), Housing and Land Rights Network of the Habitat International Coalition3 
organized a high-level fact-finding team to investigate the human rights conditions of the 
indigenous Bedouin communities in the Naqab. This mission follows upon the recent 
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publication of the Goldberg Commission Report (GCR). Facing the challenges and 
opportunities posed by the Goldberg Commission, RCUV facilitated the international 
teamôs investigation with a thorough program to ensure optimum contact with the 
affected community and the various concerned parties, including academics, civil 
society organizations, professional experts and Israeli government officials.  
 
The legal, moral and ethical framework for the missionôs task is provided by the 
international human rights instruments adopted by the General Assembly of the United 
Nations, which have been ratified by the State of Israel, as well as general principles of 
public international law binding on Israel as a member of the international community of 
states.4 The IFFMôs principle objectives were to record their findings for Israeli policy 
makers and the wider public in the form of relevant policy recommendations grounded 
in the aforementioned legal and ethical framework. 
 
The Arab community in the Naqab has been consistently in possession and use of their 
lands over many centuries, predating the State of Israelôs proclamation in 1948, 
preceding British rule and the near half-millennium of Ottoman administration. Yet, as 
stated by the Goldberg Commission, the Arab Bedouin citizens since 1948 have 
endured forcible evictions, population transfers, demolition of homes and destruction of 
property, confiscation of their lands and severe damage to their traditional livelihood and 
way of life. This has frequently turned the Bedouin into virtual ñtrespassersò on their own 
land, in the view of the relatively new state and the many later-coming Jewish settlers.5 
That situation has caused numerous human rights violations, including dispossession 
and material disadvantage, severe distress and psychological trauma, especially among 
the women and the children.  
 
The Mission has received direct written and oral testimonies, from residents of 
recognized and unrecognized villages, including community leaders, residents (elders, 
youth, women and others), academics, legal experts and some public officials, although 
most Israeli government officials declined or ignored formal invitations to meet with the 
fact-finding mission team. The in-country meetings and site visits have been augmented 
with further documentary research and consultation with counterparts through 2009 and 
early 2010. 
 
Available public information indicates that two out of three Bedouins live below the 
poverty line, and that their access to social services such as education, health care, 
water, electricity and housing is among the lowest in the country, despite their greater 
need. By acknowledging the historical fact of the dispossession of the Bedouin of their 
lands, the GCR is critical of the way that government policy has handled security of 
tenure and claims over land ownership. The Mission considers, however, that the 
recommendations proposed by the GCR remain insufficient to meet the Arab 
populationôs multiple human rights, human needs and entitled reparations. This 
inadequacy derives from the GCRôs subordination to current policy assumptions. One 
such assumption is reflected in the GCRôs proposal to subject its recommendations to 
policies of the existing Beer Sheva Metropolitan Plan. The Mission considers that the 
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proposals in that plan may provide an option arising from current Israeli law, but would 
breach current international human rights obligations of the State of Israel, as well as 
inflict further substantial harm on the Bedouin community. 
 
On the basis of its findings, the Mission recommends: 

¶ That planning authorities and law recognize the villages and implement plans to 
develop them under conditions of nondiscrimination and effective participation of 
the residents; 

¶ For the solution of outstanding individual and collective land claims, a new 
procedure beyond existing law, as recommended by the GCR, should be 
established. However, this should be based on international norms and practice 
of possession and use of land, in order to address lacunae and shortcomings and 
contradictions of human rights in Israelôs current legal system and policies; 

¶ A fundamental change in state policy toward non-Jewish citizens, generally, and 
the Arab and Bedouin citizens, in particular, to apply human rights principles and 
instruments in the determination of planning criteria and corresponding 
administrative procedures, as specified in the body of this report. 

 
Urgent government action is required for the recognition, servicing and participatory 
planning and management of the so-called ñunrecognizedò villages. The state needs to 
evolve so as to recognize, respect, protect and fulfill the human rights and effective 
autonomy of these communities to sustain their traditional lifestyles in the locations of 
their choice on their traditional-use lands. 
 
Despite being Israeli ñcitizensò (a disadvantaged civil status in Israel, as explained 
below), the Bedouin Arabs in al-Naqab have been disenfranchised as effective 
participants through their civil and political rights in the local political process. Therefore, 
the Mission recommends that: 

¶ Political participation rights for the Bedouin citizens be extended to local 
elections;  

¶ The delivery of local government services be improved immediately, based on 
the full implementation of internationally recognized human rights principles of 
equality and nondiscrimination; 

¶ A moratorium on all demolitions and evictions from homes, other structures and 
lands be put into effect immediately; 

¶ Remedy, particularly reparations, for Bedouin victims of violations be  
implemented without delay, in accordance with international norms. 

  
The Stateôs systematic discrimination against the Bedouin and its failure so far to 
comply with human rights and related treaty obligations only ensure that conditions of 
deprivation and conflict continue. On the basis of the fundamental internationally 
recognized human rights to equality and nondiscrimination, the rights of all citizens to 
education, health, water, adequate housing, work and adequate living conditionsð
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indeed all human rightsðmust be implemented. 
 

The present report attempts to offer the State of Israel the opportunity to meet the 
minimum requirements of a state in the international system, as well as eventually to 
claim to become a democracy. 

 
The Mission organizers invited relevant officials of the Israeli government to present 
evidence and explain policy to the IFFM team. Unhappily, no serving official accepted 
that invitation. 
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The Report of the International Fact-finding Mission 

 
The Context 

Stages of Dispossession and Transfer 

The Arab Bedouins traditionally have lived in small clusters on collectively held, 
semiarid lands. By the 20th Centuryôs midpoint (ca. 1948), an estimated 95% of the 
Naqab Bedouin were settled agriculturalists, with only 5% exclusively dependent on a 
pastoral livelihood.6 Many of their settlements became villages well before the 20th 
Century.  

 
Until 1946, Zionist maps omitted the Naqab from the proposed Jewish state in 
Palestine.7 However, the Jewish Agency already had established Jewish settler 
colonies in the Naqab during WWII, and inaugurated eleven more there on 6 October 
1946. That settlement activity already presaged the eventual borders of Israel.8 By 
late 1947, the Jewish National Fund (JNF) was engaged in financing the ñliberation of 
the Negevò9 
 
The reports of the UN mediator for a negotiated partition of Palestine recommended 
the ñinclusion of the whole or part of the Negeb in Arab territory.ò10 Although much of 
their land was split between the Arab and Jewish States recommended in General 
Assembly resolution 181 (1947), the residents of the Naqab/Negev soon found 
themselves and their territory completely dominated by Israel forces. Transjordanôs 
King Abdullah eventually had pledged noninterference,11 and U.S. President Harry 
Truman had supported World Zionist Organization President Chaim Weizmannôs bid 
to include the Naqab in the new Jewish state.12 The ceasefire between Egypt and 
Israeli forces in 1948 effectively facilitated the Israeli occupation of the Naqab and 
southern Palestine, disengaging the interstate military confrontation, while providing 
no protection for the civilian population. Only the Gaza Strip lay behind the Egyptian 
side of the 1949 Armistice Line, where by then many of the owners of Naqab lands 
were concentrated among the 130,000 Palestinian refugees.13 Thus, Israeli forces 
remained largely unopposed in their military control of the territory at independence. 
 
Officially on 10 March 1948, the Haganah had adopted its comprehensive 
operational plan D, which sought ñthe permanent seizure of Arab villages and the 
expulsion of their inhabitants.ò14 Amid a series of battles and military operations 
variously code-named ñDeath to the Invader,ò15 ñYoav,ò16 ñMoshe,ò17 ñShmone,ò18 
ñAssaf,ò19 ñHorev,ò20 and ñUvda,ò21 Israeli forces consolidated their control of the 
Naqab in the context of Egyptian military activity and subsequent armistice. Already 
in January 1949, the new GoI signed over one million dunams of land acquired 
during the war to the parastatal JNF to be held in perpetuity for ñthe Jewish people.ò  
 
In October 1950, the state similarly transferred another 1.2 million dunams to the 
JNF.22 A JNF spokesman explained in 1951 that it ñwill redeem the lands and will turn 
them over to the Jewish peopleðto the people and not the state, which in the current 
composition of population cannot be an adequate guarantor of Jewish ownership.ò23 
Although records for the Beer Sheva District have been less precise than others in 
Palestine, the best estimate for the scope of titled lands that Israel acquired from 
refugees during the military operations in the southern region was 14,320,000 
dunams.24  
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The British Mandate government had issued an order in 1921 calling Naqab 
inhabitants who cultivated revitalized and improved mawǕt land to register their 
holdings.25 For a variety of reasons, the Bedouin mostly did not do so,26 and their 
land remained unregistered in British records. The courts of the new State of Israel 
ruled 27 years later that any Bedouin who passed up that 1921 land-registration 
opportunity and did not receive a certificate of ownership was no longer eligible to do 
so.27 
 
For the Bedouins, a government ultimatum was in force: anyone permanently settling 
in specially designated areas ñwould become a good citizen, and those unwilling to 
do so would have to move to Sinai or Transjordan.ò28 In the early years of 
independence, Israelôs military forces, including army and Border Patrol, forcibly 
moved the land-dependent Bedouin from place to place within the Naqab, in some 
cases as much as five times within a year.29 Beginning in this period, Israeli 
authorities forcibly transferred and concentrated many Bedouin communities from the 
Negev in a demarcated area under military rule, concentrating them in the central 
part of the Naqab. This formation, still enforced today, is locally known as the ñsiyǕjò 
(bordered area, fence, or enclosure) of about 1,100 square kilometers, which territory 
comprises just 2% of the Naqab/Negev.  
 
With the Bedouinsô absence from their habitations and villages, their properties 
became vulnerable to seizure and/or demolition. Israelôs destruction of Naqab 
Bedouin habitation became most intense in the 1951ï53 period, and again in the late 
1960s,30 when Israeli forces effectively destroyed their habitat outside of the siyǕj, 
Thus, the Naqab Bedouins from outside the siyǕj faced the fate of villages belonging 
to the Palestinian refugees, ensuring them little to which to return.31 Further, the 
Israeli dispossession and transfer policies created a general split of the Naqab 
population in two unprecedented categories: the sumrǕn (largely landowners) and 
humrǕn (those who had largely become dispossessed, landless and forcibly resettled 
in the siyǕj). Remnants of those communities who took refuge elsewhere suffered 
marginalization where they settled around Arab towns in Israel, elsewhere in Gaza 
and the West Bank, or elsewhere. 
 
Following a decade-long phase of land confiscations and military rule, GoI sought to 
make the acquisitions of lands and villages permanent with a modified policy toward 
the Arabs in Israel, as announced by David Ben-Gurion in 1959. For the Naqab, the 
policy prioritized: 

(d) passage of a law to mandate settlement of the Bedouins and their transfer to 
permanent homesé 

(e) speedy solution of the problem of compensation to the ñpresent absenteesò32 for 
their land; 

(f) encouraging permanent Arab migration to the mixed cities. 
 
By the time of this policy initiative, indigenous Naqab communities already were 
concentrated in the siyaj, or elsewhere evicted as IDPs or effective refugees and 
stateless people in neighboring countries. The legacy of village destruction is 
illustrated in the adjacent map by SalmǕn AbȊ Sitta, which marks the sites of Naqab 
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villages and habitations the Israel destroyed in order to create the infamous siyǕj. 
(Details of the cartographic process are found in Annex II of this IFFM report.) 
 
As for the Bedouin Arabs, the stateôs complex relationship to the inhabitants of the 
Naqab involved more than just a matter of housing, but effectively pursued the 
replacement of Palestinian rural society. Near the end of 1948, some Israeli officials 
reached an agreement with some Negev tribes, including also some who fought 
alongside Zionist forces. In exchange for refraining from attacking Israeli forces or 
interfering in cross-border problems, ñThe government would recognize their rights 
and their ownership of the land they lived on.ò33 However, in practice, the State of 
Israel expropriated all the lands of the Bedouin whom Israel had moved to elsewhere 
and dispossessed them on the grounds that the owners had ñabandonedò their 
properties.34 
 
Moreover, until mid-1952 the state denied the Bedouins any official identity 
documents. Theoretically, anyone whom a law-enforcement officer found without 
such ID was subject to expulsion, stateless, across the border.35 That policy was 
applied to an unrecorded number of Naqab Bedouins. As late as 1953, the United 
Nations reported the expulsion of about 7,000 Negev Bedouin that year into 
neighboring Jordan, the Gaza Strip and the Sinai.36 
 

Naqab Villages Depopulated and Destroyed in Creating the SiyǕj, 1948ï53 

- - -  siyaj 
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By 1951, fewer than 13,000 Naqab inhabitants remained of a community that 
numbered 70,000ï90,000 in the late 1940s. The transfer and prolonged demolition 
process has involved the depopulation and destruction of at least 84 indigenous 
habitations, including many well-established villages. (See adjacent map.) 
 
After the cancellation of military rule in 1966, most of the Bedouin continued living in 
the closed area (siyǕj), despite the fact that transferred communities remained in 
precarious, squalid conditions where they were moved, and usually on lands that 
actually belonged to other indigenous communities. Some locations, as in the case of 
Wadi Na`im, have become environmentally degraded and are not humanly habitable. 
Their freedom of movement and residence remains foreclosed. 
 
Under the Government of Israelôs post-1959 policy, the stateôs attempts to claim the 
land legally met Bedouin counterclaims until 1974, when the government adopted the 
recommendation37 to freeze all legal proceedings and provide some degree of 
compensation for the dispossessed properties. The Ministry of Justice recommended 
that the Bedouin maintain possession of 20% of the land and be compensated for the 


