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Palestine from condemnation to consequences

Majid Nabi Burfat

For years, the Palestinian
question has occupied a peculiar
position in international politics:
almost universally acknowledged,
repeatedly condemned, frequently
debated at the United Nations, yet
rarely accompanied by consequences
strong enough to alter realities on the
ground.

But recent developments suggest
that something may be changing.

From Britain's emerging policy
shift toward Israeli settlements,
to renewed warnings from UN
experts, to a strong joint statement
by eight Arab and Muslim countries
including Pakistan against proposals
to displace Palestinians from Gaza,
and now China's renewed emphasis
on Palestine during President
Xi Jinping's visit to Egypt, the
international response appears to
be moving— however cautiously—
from condemnation towards
consequences.

The crucial question is whether
this movement will become
substantive enough to change the
trajectory on the ground.

Britain: From rhetoric

towards policy

Britain's latest move is
significant. The UK is set to impose
a trade ban on goods produced in
Israeli settlements in the occupied
West Bank, presenting the measure
as part of its support for the viability
of a Two-State Solution. The
economic impact is expected to be
limited because settlement goods
constitute only a small portion of
UK-Israel trade, but its political
significance could be considerably
greater.

The British government had
already stated that Israeli settlements
are illegal under international law
and undermine the viability of a
Two-State Solution. It had also
updated its business guidance to
discourage economic and financial
activity in illegal settlements.

This matters because the
international community has for
decades maintained that settlement
expansion is unlawful, while
practical consequences have
remained limited.

UN Security Council Resolution
2334, adopted in 2016, reaffirmed
that Israeli settlements in territory
occupied since 1967, including East
Jerusalem, have no legal validity and
constitute a flagrant violation under
international law.

The International Court of
Justice went further in its July
2024 advisory opinion on the legal

consequences of Israel's policies and
practices in the Occupied Palestinian
Territory. The Court addressed

the illegality of Israel's continued
presence and the obligations arising
for states in relation to that situation.

So the real question is no longer
simply: Are the settlements illegal?

The more consequential question
is: Is the international community
finally prepared to attach a
meaningful political and economic
cost to continued settlement
expansion?

That question becomes even
more urgent with the controversy
surrounding the E1 settlement plan,
which has generated international
concern because of its potential
impact on the territorial contiguity
of the West Bank and therefore
the viability of a future Palestinian
state. The eight Arab-Islamic states
themselves issued a joint statement
rejecting the E1 plan and related
settlement activities.

UN: The issue is larger

than a humanitarian crisis

The second dimension comes
from the United Nations. Gaza
remains a profound humanitarian
crisis. But reducing Palestine
exclusively to humanitarian
assistance risks obscuring the larger
political and legal reality.

In the West Bank, settlement
expansion, settler violence,
demolitions, displacement and
restrictions are progressively
affecting the environment in which a
future Palestinian state would have
to exist. UN documentation has
continued to record serious concerns
regarding settler violence and
operations by Israeli forces.

Meanwhile, UN Special
Rapporteur Francesca Albanese
has continued to press for a much
broader international response. In
reaction to Britain's settlement-trade
measure, she welcomed the move
but argued that it should become
part of a genuine “paradigm shift”,
including consideration of wider
measures rather than limiting action
to settlement goods.

Her latest warnings also extend
to Gaza. She has raised concerns
that the large-scale removal and
relocation of rubble could destroy
evidence relevant to alleged
international crimes and interfere
with the recovery and identification
of human remains.

This takes us beyond the
language of humanitarian
relief towards the language of
accountability, international law and
evidence preservation.

And therefore an uncomfortable
question emerges: If international
law has repeatedly been invoked
to describe the situation, why has
enforcement remained so limited?

Eight Arab-Muslim countries:

A regional diplomatic red line

The third dimension is the recent
joint statement by Pakistan, Egypt,
Tiirkiye, Indonesia, Jordan, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates.The eight foreign ministers
strongly condemned statements by
Israeli National Security Minister
Itamar Ben-Gvir and Defence
Minister Israel Katz concerning the
displacement of Palestinians from
Gaza.

They rejected attempts to
forcibly remove Palestinians from
their land, whether within or outside
the Occupied Palestinian Territory,
and described such proposals as
violations of international law,
including international humanitarian
law. They warned that transforming
calls for forced displacement into

declared policy or concrete measures
would have grave consequences for
regional peace and stability.

The significance goes beyond
the number eight. The statement
reaffirmed that Gaza is an integral
part of the Occupied Palestinian
Territory, stressed the territorial
unity of Gaza, the West Bank and
East Jerusalem, and reaffirmed
support for a Palestinian state based
on the 4 June 1967 borders with East
Jerusalem as its capital.

For Pakistan, this is also
significant. Islamabad is not
making an isolated declaration.

It is participating in a collective
diplomatic position with seven Arab
and Muslim states. The message is
therefore not merely: “We condemn
displacement.”

It is increasingly: “Any attempt
to create a new demographic
or geographic reality through
displacement will encounter regional
diplomatic resistance.”

That distinction matters. Xi
Jinping and Egypt: Palestine cannot
be marginalised And then comes a
fourth dimension which significantly
broadens the geopolitical picture:

Chinese President Xi Jinping's visit
to Egypt.

During his September visit, Xi
and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
el-Sisi jointly reaffirmed that the
Palestinian question remains at the
core of the Middle East issue and
that a just and lasting settlement
must be based on the Two-State
Solution.

They reaffirmed support for an
independent Palestinian state with
full sovereignty based on the 1967
borders and East Jerusalem as its
capital.

But Xi's message went beyond
Palestine itself. He argued that the
Palestinian issue “should never be
overlooked or marginalized” and
linked its resolution to a broader
Middle Eastern security architecture.
He called for comprehensive

approaches to regional security,
greater international coordination,
respect for the UN Charter and
international law, rejection of double
standards, and a stronger UN role.

This is strategically important.
China is not simply saying that
Palestinians require humanitarian
assistance. The broader argument
is that regional security cannot
be sustainably constructed while
the Palestinian question remains
unresolved.

And Egypt's participation makes
this particularly significant because
Cairo remains a central Arab actor
in Gaza diplomacy and regional
security.

The message emerging from
Cairo is therefore clear: Middle
Eastern states may pursue economic
development, connectivity, trade
corridors, investment and new
security arrangements— but
Palestine cannot simply be pushed to
the margins of the regional order.

A convergence-

but not yet a solution

We therefore see four different
but increasingly convergent

dimensions.

Britain— emerging economic
and political consequences.

UN and ICJ— international law
and accountability.

Eight Arab-Muslim countries
including Pakistan— a collective
diplomatic red line against forced
displacement.

China and Egypt— Palestine
remains central to Middle Eastern
peace and any future regional
security architecture.

But there is an important caveat.

Statements are not sanctions.

Condemnations are not
enforcement.

And diplomatic declarations do
not by themselves stop settlement
construction, displacement or
humanitarian restrictions.

The real test therefore lies ahead.

Will Britain and other Western
countries go beyond limited
settlement-related trade measures?

Will states translate the
obligations arising from international
law into concrete policy?

Will Arab and Muslim countries
transform collective statements into
sustained diplomatic pressure?

And will China use its growing
economic and diplomatic influence
in the Middle East to help move
the Palestinian question from
international rhetoric towards an
enforceable political process?

The larger question

Perhaps the most important point
is that the Palestinian issue cannot be
compartmentalised.

Gaza cannot be separated from
the West Bank.

Humanitarian assistance cannot
substitute for political rights.

A ceasefire cannot substitute for
a political settlement.

And the Two-State Solution
cannot remain credible if the
territorial basis for such a state
continues to disappear.

The emerging international
response is therefore worth
watching— not because the problem
has been solved, but because the
language may finally be shifting
from: “We condemn” towards:
“There must be consequences.”

That distinction could
determine whether the next
chapter of the Palestinian question
becomes merely another cycle
of diplomatic statements— or
the beginning of a genuine
international effort to change
realities on the ground.

Ultimately, the credibility of
the international system may be
measured by one simple question:

Is international law merely
something the world invokes
when condemning violations— or
something the world is actually
prepared to enforce?
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