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INTRODUCTION 

The major responsibilities of the Special Political and Decolonization Committee include establishing the 

legitimacy of groups seeking independence or official recognition by a government or state, to protect the 

rights of these peoples, and to ensure the economic sustainability of all self-governing territories. State 

sovereignty, self-determination and the impact of a stratifying two-tiered world, along economic and 

political fault lines are major issues in the two topics faced by this committee: the admission of Palestine 

into the General Assembly and the economic colonisation of global economies. In terms of the admission of 

the state of Palestine into the General Assembly, this committee will discuss the political and humanitarian 

aspects of the issue and a final resolution will consider the political, humanitarian and economic 

ramifications of a continued refusal to accord the recognition arguably due to Palestine of its place in the 

international community. 

As delegates to the Special Political and Decolonisation Committee, you must grapple with these highly 

nuanced and politically-tender issues and challenge yourself through high level debates to evaluate the 

situation from as many aspects as possible. Ultimately, delegates have to balance each country’s official 

policy together with good faith diplomatic judgments to pass a comprehensive resolution in order to 

address these issues. 

 

 

The United Nations General Assembly contains six total main committees, the fourth of which is SPECPOL. Hernandez, Daniel. United Nations 
General Assembly. 2009. Photograph. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:UN_General_Assembly_hall.jpg 
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HISTORY OF THE COMMITTEE 

The General Assembly was created in 1945 under Chapter IV of the Charter of the United Nations.1 The 

Assembly is the plenary organ of the organisation within which each State is represented by (a maximum of) 

five delegates and enjoys a right to vote.2 The role of this body is to discuss questions “relating to the 

maintenance of international peace and security” brought before it by any Member, or a non-Member state.3 

The Assembly determines the principal policies of the United Nations and receives reports from all other 

organs which it examines and discusses – according to Article 10 of the Charter of the United Nations, the 

Assembly can discuss any matters that fall within the scope of the United Nations. Although its 

recommendations are non-binding, they nonetheless impact the lives of millions throughout the world. 

 

Article 22 gives the General Assembly the authority to “establish such subsidiary organs as it deems 

necessary for the performance of its functions.” The permanent subsidiary organs of the Assembly consist 

of six committees, of which the Special Political and Decolonisation Committee (SPECPOL) is the fourth. 

The majority of questions submitted to the Assembly are discuss in these themed committees, each 

committee having the same composition as the plenary Assembly, but the delegates being experts in the 

particular area of speciality.4 Originally formed as the Political and Security Committee, the First 

Committee was divided in the 1970s into the Disarmament and International Security Committee (DISEC) 

and the Special Political Committee. As it exists today, and has since 1993, SPECPOL is a combination of 

                                                        
1 Charter of the United Nations; Chapter IV: The General Assembly  
http://www.un.org/en/documents/charter/chapter4.shtml 

2 Robert Kolb; translated by Katherine Del Mar, Introduction au droit des Nations Unies, Hart Publishing, 
2010 p. 120. 

3 The United Nations. Charter of the United Nations. Chapter IV, Article 11, 1945. 

4 Supra, n. ii p. 128. 
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the Special Political Committee and Decolonization Committee, which was created to focus on issues 

resulting from the era of colonization and trusteeship.5 

 

Issues that SPECPOL deals with include but are not limited to those relating to peacekeeping, mine issues, 

outer space, cyber warfare, humanitarian and human rights, atomic radiation, and the University for Peace. 

Recent actions taken by the Fourth Committee include resolutions addressing Palestinian refugees, Israeli 

settlements in Palestinian occupied territory, the rights of civilians during times of conflict, training 

facilities in non-self-governing territories, and the peaceful use of outer space, to name a few. The Fourth 

Committee then reports to the greater General Assembly and makes recommendations to the Security 

Council as it sees fit. There is one chairperson, three vice-chairpersons, six members of Secretariat, and one 

rapporteur of the Fourth Committee. 

 

                                                        
5 “UN General Assembly - Fourth Committee - Special Political and Decolonization.” Welcome to the United 
Nations: It’s Your World. Web. 17 May 2011. http://www.un.org/en/ga/fourth/index.shtml. 
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A Palestinian boy at rally in Ramallah in support of Abbas's bid for UN recognition of an independent Palestine. Photograph: Darren 
Whiteside/Reuters 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

On the 31st of October 2011, the State of Palestine received overwhelming backing to join the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation [“UNESCO”]. This was a huge boost in their 

campaign for international recognition as an independent state, and a blow to Israel and the United States, 

who had opposed the move bitterly. Members voted by 107 votes to 14 to accept Palestine as a full member 

state. Fifty-two countries, including the UK, abstained. Within hours, the US announced it would withhold 

its huge contribution to UNESCO's budget as a result of the vote. 

 

As of 18 January 2012, the state of Palestine is officially recognized by 129 of 193 United Nations Member 

states6, but not by the United Nations itself.  The statistics however, are beguiling; while countries that 

recognise Palestine represent about 80% of the world's population, they account for only 25% of the total 

combined GDP of the world.7 

 

 

Source http://midnightwatcher.wordpress.com/2011/10/06/unesco-committee-supports-palestinian-statehood-bid/ 

 

The Palestine Liberation Organization [“PLO”], which is recognized as the official international 

representative body of the “Palestinian people”8, has been ascribed observer status9  in the United Nations 

                                                        
6 Staff writers (20 September 2011). "Which countries recognise Palestine already? ". The Guardian.  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/interactive/2011/sep/20/palestinain-state-israel-un-interactive. 

7 Ibid. 

8 Arab League Summit, 1974. See <http://israelipalestinian.procon.org/view.answers.php?questionID=388. 
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since 1974. An official bid requesting full membership was submitted to His Excellency Secretary-General 

Ban Ki-moon on the 23rd of September 2011. On November 29th, a month after acquiring recognition from 

UNESCO, the PLO reaffirmed its bid for full United Nations membership, and recognition of its 

sovereignty. This bid has since been taken under consideration by the United Nations Security Council, and 

requires nine votes (out of a possible fifteen) to be effected. 

 

Palestine has vowed to seek full United Nations membership for a Palestinian state in the Gaza Strip and 

West Bank, with East Jerusalem as its capital, ignoring opposition from Washington and Israel. According 

to the United Nations Charter, membership in the United Nations “will be affected by a decision of the 

General Assembly upon the recommendation of the Security Council.”10 Thus there appears to be little 

chance it could succeed at present because the United States could veto it in the Security Council. 

 

Nevertheless, SMUN-SPECPOL 2012 is tasked to discuss the recognition of a Palestinian state at the 

General Assembly and whether to support its admission to the United Nations. Notwithstanding the passage 

of more than a half century, international diplomatic efforts have continued to grapple with the issue of the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is hoped that a resolution discussing the ramifications of recognition/non-

recognition by the United Nations and consequently the admission/non-admission of Palestine into the 

General Assembly would go some way towards finally bringing peace to the troubled region. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
9 To be interpreted to mean “no voting rights”. Note, however that rights and privileges of observers vary and 
precedents refer to a broad spectrum of "activities" or "power". Variations stem from the different process of 
acquisition of observer status, the language of the relevant General Assembly resolution granting the observer 
status and any additional resolution(s) granting more rights and privileges to a particular observer, as well as 
the established practice in this regard, including the interpretation by the Secretariat of those resolutions. See 
http://www.un.int/wcm/content/site/palestine/pid/11550. 

10 United Nations Charter article 4. 



Topic 1: Admission of the State of Palestine 
into the General Assembly 

The Special Political 
and Decolonisation 

Committee 
 

 

8 

 

Palestinian youth will take up an anti-apartheid struggle..Source <http://electronicintifada.net/content/unplanned-victory-un-statehood-
bid/10432> 

 

Definitions 

Note to delegates: The definition of the terms here are only terms that the Chair feels are important to the issue. There 

are many other terms that will also require definition and it is up to the delegate’s discretion to research on these 

terms, in preparation of the conference 

 

Jurisdiction is the power of a state under international law to govern persons and property by its municipal 

law. It includes both the power to prescribe rules (prescriptive jurisdiction) and the power to enforce them 

(enforcement jurisdiction). Prescriptive jurisdiction is about what a state may do on its own territory when 

investigating and prosecuting crimes committed abroad. Enforcement jurisdiction is about what a state may 

do on the territory of other states when prosecuting such crimes. 

 

Montevideo Convention is the starting point for a discussion of the criteria of statehood – Article 1. 

 

Sovereignty implies a dual responsibility: externally, to respect the sovereignty of other states, and internally, 

to respect the dignity and basic rights of all the people within the state. External sovereignty means that the 

State has over it no other authority than that of international law. Internal Sovereignty refers to the power-

relation that exists between state and subject. This component, while significant to the concept of 

sovereignty at large, is secondary to this discussion. Rather, it is external sovereignty, or the construal of 
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sovereignty as consisting in the perception of a state by other members of the international polity, that this 

topic is chiefly concerned with. A good characterization would be as follows: “A government which 

exercises de facto administrative control over a country and is not subordinate to any other government in 

that country is a foreign sovereign state.” 

 

Brief History of the Problem 

The region of the United Kingdom’s Palestinian mandate had been promised to both the Jewish and Arab 

communities living in the region. To the Jewish people, Palestine was the “promised land,” the land that 

they believed had been granted to them in the Bible. To the Arabs, the territory was their homeland, the 

land on which they had lived and died for centuries. Neither group was willing to relinquish its claim to the 

land. As a result, the growing tensions between the two were becoming a cause of international concern. 

 

In 1947, the United Nations divided the territory in three parts: an Arab state, a Jewish state, and the city of 

Jerusalem, which was to be under international mandate. The next year, the State of Israel declared 

independence and was quickly recognized by the international community. The fighting that ensued nearly 

immediately after did not give the Palestinians enough of a chance to do the same. Soon, the entire region 

was embroiled in a conflict that would continue for decades, testing the will power of the combatants, the 

strength of alliances, and the tireless dedication of the leading international diplomats. 

 

 

Palestinian women attend a demonstration calling for a Palestinian state at the Qalandia checkpoint near Ramallah. Photograph: Oliver 
Weiken/EPA 
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In 1996, Yassir Arafat said he planned to declare Palestine a state. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu threatened that if he did, Israel would reoccupy sectors of the West Bank of the Jordan River 

that it took in 1967 but turned over to a Palestinian administration under a 1993 agreement. Netanyahu said 

that a declaration of Palestine statehood would nullify the Israeli-Palestinian agreement. As far as the Israeli 

government was concerned, Palestine statehood might come at the end of a process of negotiation but not 

before – if statehood were to materialise for Palestine, it would be on terms negotiated with Israel, which 

might involve significant constraints on Palestine’s freedom of action.11 For its part, the General Assembly 

has stated that it has “a permanent responsibility towards the question of Palestine until the question is 

resolved in all its aspects in a satisfactory manner in accordance with international legitimacy.”12 Fast 

forward a decade to 2007, United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon remarked, “The Palestinian 

people still yearn for the freedom and dignity denied them for decades. The Israeli people yearn for long-

term security. Neither can achieve their legitimate demands without a settlement of the conflict. Today, we 

are at a critical juncture in efforts to move beyond crisis management, and renew efforts toward genuine 

conflict resolution.”13 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
11 See generally John Quigley, The statehood of Palestine : international law in the Middle East conflict, 
Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

12 General Assembly Resolution 57/107, 3 December 2002. 

13 New York, 27 February 2007 - Remarks at the opening of the 2007 session of the Committee on the 
Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People. http://www.un.org/sg/statements/?nid=2461. 
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Mahmoud Abbas presents the application for full Palestinian UN membership to Ban Ki-Moon Photograph: Emmanuel Dunand/AFP/Getty 
Images 
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In 1922, the League of Nations granted the United Kingdom a mandate over the territory of Palestine, 

which was comprised of the present-day state of Israel, Gaza Strip, and West Bank. For the next two 

decades, the number of Jewish immigrants to the territory of Palestine increased steadily, driven by 

worsening sociopolitical prejudices throughout the international community. By the end of World War II, 

nearly two-thirds of the two million inhabitants of Palestine were Jewish immigrants.14 

 

Not two years after the United Nations was officially formed, it was faced with one of the most complex and 

pressing issues with which it has been presented. As tensions between the Arabs and Jews began to 

intensify, the United Kingdom brought the question of Palestine before the nascent United Nations for the 

first time. However, no consensus was reached regarding how the territory should be allocated between the 

Jewish and Arab populations. On 14 May 1948, the United Kingdom gave up its mandate of the territory of 

Palestine, and the Jewish political leaders declared the independence of the State of Israel. Almost 

immediately after, fighting broke out between the Arabs and Israelis, and soon troops from neighbouring 

Arab states entered the region to come to the assistance of the Palestinians. 

 

 

Palestinians wave their national flags in support of president Mahmud Abbas Photo: SAIF DAHLAH/ AFP 

 

                                                        
14 The United Nations. The Question of Palestine and the United Nations. The United Nations Department of 
Public Information, Apr. 2008. Web. 15 June 2011. http://unispal.un.org/pdfs/DPI2499.pdf. 
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After nearly a month of fighting, the Security Council was able to initiate a truce in the region, but this 

ceasefire only lasted for a few short weeks. July saw a resumption of hostilities and also a severe warning by 

the Security Council that any state that failed to comply with a complete ceasefire would be deemed in 

violation of the United Nations Charter and would constitute a threat to international security. By this time, 

Israel had gained a great amount of the land initially allotted to Palestine, and Egypt and Jordan 

respectively controlled much of the Gaza Strip and West Bank, including East Jerusalem.15 During the 

summer of 1949, the Security Council called for the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization 

[“UNTSO”] to act as an observer in the Middle East, where members remain to this day. 

 

At its third regular session in December 1948, the General Assembly adopted Resolution 194 (III)16 which 

reflected its concern for the increasing humanitarian disorder caused by the political conflict in the 

territory. Six months later in May 1949, the General Assembly officially granted member status to Israel. 

 

Discussion of the Problem – continuous conflict: 

In 1964, the leaders of neighbouring Arab states decided that it was time to elect an organization to lead the 

Palestinian government, and with this, the Palestinian Liberation Organization was born. On 5 June 1967, 

in what is today known as the Six-Day War, Israel simultaneously attacked Egypt, Syria, and Jordan.17 In six 

days, Israel razed grounded air forces of Egypt and seized control of Gaza, the Golan Heights, East 

Jerusalem, and the West Bank, nearly doubling their territorial holdings. Furthermore, the United Nations 

reported that another half million Palestinians were displaced from their homes and forced to flee to 

Jordan, Syria, Egypt, and Lebanon.18 The Six-Day War added even more urgency to the prospect of 

establishing peace in the region. Thus, in November 1967, the Security Council passed Resolution 242 

which demanded that Israel completely withdraw from the territories it had recently acquired, namely Gaza, 

                                                        
15 Ibid. 

16 The United Nations General Assembly. General Assembly Resolution 194 (III): Palestine – Progress Report 
of the United Nations Mediator (A/RES/194 (III)). 11 December 1948. See 
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/3/ares3.htm.   

17 “A History of Conflict: The 1967 War.” BBC News. Web. 19 June 2011. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/03/v3_ip_timeline/html/1967.stm. 

18 See http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/03/v3_ip_timeline/html/1967.stm. 
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the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem, and the West  

                                     

Mahmoud Abbas’s speech calling for Palestinian recognition by the UN is applauded by many of the delegates. Photograph: Justin Lane/EPA 

 

Bank, and called for the recognition of sovereignty of all of the independent states of the region, an end to 

hostilities, and a solution to the “refugee problem.” While Israel, Jordan, and Egypt all accepted the 

resolution, it was firmly rejected by both Syria and the PLO. The PLO, though not a member state of the 

United Nations, believed that the resolution undermined the question of Palestine by reducing it to a mere 

issue of refugees. 

 

By 1973, with no progress made, the Arab states decided they could no longer wait to regain the territory 

they had lost through diplomatic processes. On the Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur, or the Day of 

Atonement, Egypt and Syria launched major offenses on Israel – this became known as both the Yom 

Kippur War and the Ramadan War.19 This forced the United States, the USSR and the United Nations to 

bring about a ceasefire in the region. The Yom Kippur War also had international diplomatic implications: 

it left Israel increasingly dependent on the support of the United States – politically, economically, and 

otherwise. Israel’s reliance on the United States created a political alliance between the two states, and 

because of this, the United States, although it would attempt to foster peace between Israel and Palestine, 

would also disfavour any decision that would put Israel at a disadvantage, resulting in frequent use of 

America’s veto power in the Security Council. 

 

                                                        
19 “A History of Conflict: The 1973 Yom Kippur War.” BBC News. Web. 19 June 2011. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/03/v3_ip_timeline/html/1967.stm. 
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The 1970s also saw a rise in the visibility of the Palestinian Liberation Organization in the international 

arena, which was accompanied by an escalation of Palestinian militancy throughout the region. While 

Palestinian insurgents under the PLO more frequently took up arms against their Israeli neighbors, Yasser 

Arafat asserted the need for a peaceful resolution to the conflict. Therefore, the legitimate needs of the 

Palestinian people were increasingly recognized throughout the global community, as diplomats began to 

understand that Palestinian leaders would need to be included in the peace process if a permanent stability 

was going to be achieved. 

 

 

The upcoming UN vote on Palestinian statehood has encouraged Palestinians to focus on development. Photograph: Oliver Weiken/EPA 

 

Discussion of the problem – false hopes: 

In 1987, the occupied territories of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank erupted in a mass popular Palestinian 

uprising against the Israeli government. In what became known as the First Intifada. Between 1987 and 

1993, nearly one thousand Palestinians lost their lives, and thousands more were injured in the conflict. 

The General Assembly, the Security Council, and the Secretary-General all expressed deep concern 

regarding the escalating violence in the Middle East and called for a cessation to the violence. On 20 

December 1990, the Secretary General declared that an international conference would be held to help 

facilitate a lasting peace and a land settlement in the region. 

 



Topic 1: Admission of the State of Palestine 
into the General Assembly 

The Special Political 
and Decolonisation 

Committee 
 

 

16 

However, unknown to all but a few select individuals, Israel and the PLO were engaging in closed-door 

negotiations in Norway, a meeting that was only brought about by the election of a new left-wing Labour 

government under Yitzhak Rabin in Israel and a Palestinian state whose strategic position was weakened by 

the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. These so-called “Oslo talks” lasted from 20 

January 1993 to late August 1993, at which time the news of an Israeli-Palestinian agreement was broken to 

a stunned international community. The Oslo talks culminated in the “Declaration of Principles on Interim 

Self Government Arrangements,” also known as the Oslo Accord; this agreement included the recognition 

by both parties of the state of Israel, the right of Palestine to self-government in the Gaza Strip and West 

Bank, and the need to address the economic and humanitarian situation of the region.20 

 

 

Palestinians fly a kite of their flag in Gaza to celebrate Mahmoud Abbas taking Palestinian statehood to the UN security council. Photograph: 
Majdi Fathi/Corbis 

 

The tenuous peace that had settled on the region disappeared overnight in the fall of 1995. On 4 November, 

a radical Israeli extremist assassinated Israeli Prime Minister Rabin, sending shock waves throughout the 

international community. Binyamin “Bibi” Netanyahu became the new Israeli Prime Minister, running on a 

platform of peace and security. However, he stirred the fears and anger of the Arab community by once 

again permitting construction and expansion in the occupied territories. In 1999, though the interim period 

of setting up an independent Palestinian state that had previously been defined by the Oslo Accords had 

passed, Yasser Arafat, the current leader of the PLO, was persuaded to push this deadline back in order to 

compensate for the new Israeli administration. In July 2000, United States President Bill Clinton invited 

Arab and Israeli leaders to Camp David to resume peace talks; these two-week negotiations once again 

                                                        
20 The United Nations. The Question of Palestine and the United Nations. The United Nations Department of 
Public Information, Apr. 2008. Web. 15 June 2011. http://unispal.un.org/pdfs/DPI2499.pdf. 
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ended in a stalemate regarding the status of Jerusalem and the refugee crisis, and with no visible signs of a 

peaceful resolution in the near future, the situation in the Middle East deteriorated quickly. 

 

Discussion of the problem – the past decade: 

The last decade has seen some of the worst violence of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In the spring of 2002, 

a Palestinian suicide bomber killed 30 civilians celebrating the Jewish holiday of Passover, and as a 

response, Israeli troops flooded into the West Bank and staged a seizure of Yasser Arafat’s compound for 

nearly five weeks. Despite the United Nations’ best efforts to enforce a ceasefire in the region, the violence 

and killings continued. Furthermore, despite international criticism and a ban from the International Court 

of Justice in The Hague, Israel began to build a wall along the boundary between the West Bank and Israeli 

territory. As the bombings from both sides continued, Israel began to target the leaders of the militant 

group Hamas to retaliate against the continually devastating Palestinian suicide attacks. 

 

On 11 November 2004, after being hospitalized for nearly three weeks, Yasser Arafat died in a hospital in 

France, causing an outpouring of grief throughout Palestine. However, Mahmoud Abbas’s landslide victory 

in the 2005 Palestinian elections renewed a hope for peace talks once again. In January 2006, Hamas, which 

many international leaders regard as a terrorist movement, won the majority of seats in Palestinian 

parliament. Hamas is the most radical political party in Palestine; it does not recognize the state of Israel, 

often employs terrorist tactics to achieve its goals, and does not accept previous settlements between Israel 

and Palestine.21 The remainder of the year left Palestinian civilians living in the Gaza Strip in a near war 

zone, with daily bombings and air strikes from both sides. While the United Nations Security Council 

attempted to address the issue, vetoes from the United States often blocked a resolution. 

 

                                                        
21 The United Nations. The Question of Palestine and the United Nations. The United Nations Department of 
Public Information, Apr. 2008. Web. 15 June 2011. http://unispal.un.org/pdfs/DPI2499.pdf. 
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A Palestinian boy holds a picture reading in Arabic, "it is our right to have a state", as he stands in front of Israeli troops on Friday. Photograph: 
Musa Al Shaer/AFP/Getty Images 

 

In 2007, Israel gave indications that it accepted Palestine statehood as long as it applied only to the territory 

that was already under PNA control. The matter was raised in talks arranged by the United States at 

Annapolis in November 2007. Following those talks, PNA President Mahmoud Abbas said “There was 

debate about the statehood with provisional boundaries and we have rejected this idea at all because the 

temporary borders will turn into lasting frontiers.”22 Abbas expressed concern that such an agreement on 

statehood might also preclude satisfaction of Palestine’s demands on other key issues, “We also want a 

solution to the problem of the refugees in accordance with the Arab peace initiative and United Nations 

resolution 194.”23 Abbas’ reference to an Arab Peace Initiative was to a March 2002 declaration at an Arab-

state summit in Beirut, proposing normalization of relations with Israel in exchange for Israel’s withdrawal 

from Gaza and the West Bank, plus repatriation of Arabs displaced from Palestine in 1948. Israel was ready 

to acknowledge statehood for Palestine if that statehood applied to a reduced territory. That willingness 

bespoke Israel’s acknowledgement that Palestine was a state. The only issue for Israel was its borders. Israel 

was prepared to recognise Palestine if the territory it claimed were sufficiently small. 

 
                                                        
22 Abbas: Palestinians Reject Temporary-Borders Statehood, Xinhua General News Service, 6 December 
2007. World & Nation Update: Abroad, Newsday, 7 December 2007, at A 42. 

23 Khalid Abu Toameh, PA Bill Bans Concessions on Jerusalem, Jerusalem Post, 7 December 2007, at 5. 
Suzanne Goldberg, Arabs Offer Peace Plan but the Killing Goes On: Recognititon of Jewish State in Historic 
Move, Guardian, 29 March 2002, at 1. 
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A relative peace pervaded both the Gaza Strip and the West Bank for the majority of 2008. While Hamas 

and Israel had reached a temporary settlement, their ceasefire ended on 19 December 2008 when Israel 

launched rockets into the Gaza Strip and invaded the territory on 3 January. While this attack received 

popular support from the Israeli people, the international community and the United Nations condemned 

the violence, especially when the shocking amount of violence was revealed. By the time a ceasefire was 

negotiated on 18 January 2009, nearly 1,400 Palestinians, 412 children and 110 women, had been 

slaughtered and thousands more had faced a daily struggle for survival as the transport of international food 

and medical supplies had been blocked by the Israeli soldiers.24 

 

 

Mahmoud Abbas making his speech to the UN is broadcast live to a rapturous reaction from crowds gathered in Ramallah, West Bank. 

Photograph: Uriel Sinai/Getty Images 

 

In July 2009, Palestine statehood was affirmed by the chief European minister for foreign affairs. Javier 

Solana, High Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy of the European Union, called 

for Palestine’s admission to the United Nations. Solana said that the United Nations Security Council 

should “accept the Palestinian state as a full member of the United Nations”. Solana also called on the 

Security Council to mandate the resolution of outstanding issues in a way that would permit the 

progression of Palestine to independence.25 

 

                                                        
24 “Gaza Strip.” The New York Times: Global Edition. The New York Times, 26 May 2011. Web. 21 June 
2011. http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/gaza_strip/index.html. 

25 Assaf Uni, Solana to UN: Accept Palestinian State Even if Israel Does Not, Haaretz, 12 July 2009 
(electronic). 
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CURRENT PROBLEM 

Frustrated after years of negotiations, which have gone nowhere, and alarmed by Israel's ever-expanding 

settlements on land that is expected to be part of their future state, the Palestinian leadership has decided 

to appeal to the international community as a way of breaking the deadlock. They say being accorded state 

status by the world body will strengthen their hand in negotiations,  

 

 

Mahmoud Abbas and his delegation and UN secretary-general Ban Ki-moon in negotiations in New York. Photograph: Thaer Ganaim/EPA 

 

expose Israel as an occupying power in another sovereign state, and allow them recourse to world bodies 

such as the International Criminal Court [“ICC”]. The Israelis declared that the Palestinian decision to go 

the United Nations prove they are not interested in negotiating a end to the conflict with Israel. They 

describe it as a unilateral act, which goes against previous agreements such as the 1993 Oslo accords and 

makes a return to peace talks impossible. Rising expectations of statehood among Palestinians, which 

cannot be fulfilled, are likely to lead to violence and instability. And they are alarmed at the prospect of 

being dragged before the ICC, which will also harm the prospects for peace.26 

 

                                                        
26 See http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/sep/21/what-would-palestinian-statehood-mean. 
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What makes the question of Palestine one of the most difficult and plaguing issues for the community of 

international diplomats is the violence that has had a strong foothold throughout the region from the birth 

of the conflict. It must be remembered that the political disputes and the question of international security 

are not the only crises of the region; the economic and humanitarian plight must also be considered. After 

the 2009 invasion, the majority of construction and rebuilding that is necessary in the Gaza Strip has not 

even begun, despite international donations amounting to US $4.5 billion.27 

 

It is crucial to realize why the peace processes have so often broken down. The first, and primary, reason is 

because of border disputes between Israel and Palestine as well as demands from each nation for the other 

to completely demilitarize. Because there is an underlying lack of trust between the two, it is exceedingly 

difficult to agree to a compromise, as each does not fully believe that the other with uphold its side of the 

resolution. Furthermore, the issue of refugees also has become an important failing point of several peace 

agreements; the fact that so many Palestinians have been displaced by the conflict and that both Israel and 

Palestine have mixed Israeli-Palestinian populations makes drawing boundaries and ensuring the 

stabilization of society difficult. 

 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is perhaps one of the most sensitive issue that is discussed in the United 

Nations today. From the historic British dominance in the Middle East, and the more recent US influence 

and control over the region, the Middle East’s vast oil reserves explains the West's economic dependence 

upon it. Prior to the discovery of oil, one of the main reasons for involvement in the Middle East had been 

religious (Christianity, Judaism and Islam all have roots in the Middle East) and on the natural arable land. 

The support for the Jewish people and the state of Israel has been due to the interests of oil and to ensure 

an ally is there in the region.28 

 

With this background in mind, SMUN-SPECPOL 2012 is tasked to discuss the formal recognition of 

Palestine at the General Assembly and whether its case for admission into the United Nation as a Member 

state can pass muster. This is a highly complex question which has to consider the layered and also tragic 

                                                        
27 “Gaza Strip.” The World Factbook. The Central Intelligence Agency, 05 July 2011. Web. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/gz.html. 

28 See http://www.globalissues.org/issue/103/middle-east. 
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and tumultuous political, economical and historical baggage with which the issue is saddled. Should the 

General Assembly grant Palestine formal recognition of statehood? Ought it? Can it? Must it? 

 

 

Masked Palestinians prepare to throw stones during clashes with Israeli troops at Qalandiya checkpoint, near the West bank city of Ramallah. 
Photograph: Darren Whiteside/Reuters 
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PAST ATTEMPTS AT A SOLUTION: 

This appears to be a misnomer since a decision whether or not to recognise Palestinian’s statehood and 

hence its admission to the United Nations is not, strictly speaking, a solution as it does not purport to solve 

anything at all. However, insofar as it contributes towards ameliorating the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by 

spurring both parties’ peace discussions on, it can be tentatively termed a “solution”. It must be 

remembered that the decision whether or not to formally recognise Palestine is not an abstract one; regard 

must be had to considerations of the history and politics surrounding the broader question of the positive 

and negative ramifications of recognising Palestine’s statehood. As such, the flaws and successes of past 

attempts at brokering a peace-settlement must be considered in weighing the question of whether formal 

recognition may aid in the ongoing and protracted peace process. 

 

 

Yitzhak Rabin, Bill Clinton, and Arafat during the Oslo Accords on 13 September 1993 

 

The United Nations Special Committee on Palestine 

The First Special Session of the General Assembly convened on 28 April 1947. While five Arab states – 

Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Syria – tried to include in the debate the creation of an 

independent Arab Palestine, their efforts were unsuccessful. Instead, the Assembly created a special 

working group, the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP). Comprised of eleven 

member states, UNSCOP was responsible for doing research on the ground in Palestine and coming back 

to the General Assembly in the fall to present suggestions for potential resolutions to this question. At the 
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end of the summer of 1947, UNSCOP concluded its research with its members agreeing on three main 

points: that the British mandate over the territory should be terminated, that the regions had a right to 

complete autonomy and independence, and that the United Nations should remain involved throughout the 

process of creating this independent state.29 However, no consensus was reached regarding how the 

territory should be allocated between the Jewish and Arab populations. 

 

General Assembly Resolution 3236 (XXIX) 

In Resolution 338, adopted on 22 October, 1973, the Security Council “decid[ed] that, immediately and 

concurrently with the cease-fire, negotiations shall start between the parties concerned under appropriate 

auspices aimed at establishing a just and durable peace in the Middle East.”30 The next year, the question of 

Palestine was once again included on the agenda of the General Assembly. In November 1974, Yasser Arafat 

appeared before the General Assembly and appealed to the members to once again work for a peaceful 

resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict saying, “Today I have come, bearing an olive branch and a freedom-

fighter’s gun. Do not let the olive branch fall from my hand.”31 Nine days later, the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization was granted observer status in the General Assembly. Later that month, the General Assembly 

adopted Resolution 3236 (XXIX). This resolution was invaluable to the mission of the Palestinian people, as 

it reemphasized their nonnegotiable right to self-determination and national sovereignty in an independent 

state, and reasserted the right of the Palestinian people to “return to their homes and property from which 

they have been displaced and uprooted.”32 Furthermore, this resolution called for the Security Council to 

negotiate and cooperation with the Palestinian Liberation Organization; while the state of Palestine was not 

officially recognized, this demand legitimized the political representation of the Palestinian people. 

Resolution 3236 was passed with a vote of 89 to 8, with 37 abstentions; Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica, Iceland, 

Israel, Nicaragua, Norway, and the United States were the opposing nations. 

 
                                                        
29 The United Nations. The Question of Palestine and the United Nations. The United Nations Department of 
Public Information, Apr. 2008. Web. 15 June 2011. http://unispal.un.org/pdfs/DPI2499.pdf. 

30 United Nations Security Council, 1747th Session. Security Council Resolution 338. 22 October 1973. 
http://unispal.un.org/UNISPAL.NSF/0/7FB7C26FCBE80A31852560C50065F878. 

31 The United Nations. The Question of Palestine and the United Nations. The United Nations Department of 
Public Information, Apr. 2008. Web. 15 June 2011. http://unispal.un.org/pdfs/DPI2499.pdf. 

32 United Nations General Assembly, 29th Session. General Assembly Resolution 3236 (XXIX): Question of 
Palestine. 22 November 1974. 



Topic 1: Admission of the State of Palestine 
into the General Assembly 

The Special Political 
and Decolonisation 

Committee 
 

 

25 

 

A Palestinian girl with her national face painted on her face during a demonstration in support of Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas' bid for 
statehood recognition at the United Nations on September 22, 2011 in Gaza City. (Getty Images) 

 

Palestine prior to the Oslo Accords: the 1988 Declaration 

In response to the intifada, the Palestinian National Council in November 1988 proclaimed “the 

establishment of the State of Palestine on our Palestinian territory with its capital Holy Jerusalem”.33 This 

Declaration was widely recognised by States although often in equivocal terms. In turn the General 

Assembly by resolution 43/177 of 15 December 1988 (adopted by 104-2 (Israel, United States) with 36 

abstentions) “acknowledge[d] the proclamation of the State of Palestine by the Palestine National Council 

on 15 November 1988”, described that Declaration as being “in line with General Assembly resolution 

181(II) and in exercise of the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people”, and affirmed the “need to enable 

the Palestinian people to exercise their sovereignty over their territory occupied since 1967”. No attempt 

was made however to recommend United Nations membership for Palestine. In November 1989, the 

General Assembly’s Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People 

responded to the Palestine Declaration by calling for Palestine to be admitted to United Nations 

membership34 – no  steps were taken in the Security Council or General Assembly however to admit 

Palestine as a member state. 

 

 

                                                        
33 Palestinian Declaration of Independence, 15 November 1988, A/43/827 (1988), para 10. 

34 Report of the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People, para. 112, UN 
Doc. A/44/35, 17 November 1989. 
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Palestine in the World Health Organisation 

In April 1990 Palestine asked that the World Health Assembly follow through on its 1989 commitment to 

reconsider the Palestine application for membership in the WHO. In a letter to Director General Nakajima, 

Palestine’s representative as permanent observer to the WHO, Nabil Ramlawi, urged that the Organisation 

not succumb to “pressure and political blackmail … Otherwise it will produce negative effects on the 

organisation’s credibility and humanitarian role in the world”.35 Still concerned over the effects of a 

withdrawal of United States funding, Nakajima urged the World Health Assembly to vote again to postpone 

action on the Palestine application.36 On May 11 1990, the Assembly voted to ask Nakajima to “continue his 

studies” on the Palestine application and to report back “at the appropriate time”.37 

 

The Peace Conference 

In 1991, world leaders met in Madrid to once again try to compose a peaceful resolution to the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict in the Peace Conference on the Middle East. The conference brought the leaders of 

both sides of the conflict face-to-face for the first time. In this way, Israel was able to negotiate not only 

with leaders from the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, but also with delegates from neighbouring Arab states. 

While the conference took place outside of the jurisdiction of the United Nations, it was fully backed by 

Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar, who told the Security Council that he fully recognized the 

conference as it was in line with the principles of Security Council Resolutions 242 (1967) and 338 (1973). By 

mid-1993, however, little progress had been made and the peace talks seemed to come to a standstill. 

 

                                                        
35 Palestine again applies for WHO membership, Xinhua General Overseas News Service, 12 April 1990. 

36 John A. Calcott, Resolution to postpone Palestinian debate, United Press International, 8 May 1990. 

37 World Health Assembly Res. 43.1, 11 May 1990, Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions of the World 
Health Assembly and the Executive Board, vol. 3 (4rd ed.), item 5.2 (1993). UN health agency postpones vote 
on admitting Palestine, Chicago Tribune, 11 May 1990, at M4. UN Agency Rejects P.L.O. Role, New York 
Times, 11 May 1990, at A8. 
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Mahmoud Abbas: the Palestinian president. Photograph: Seth Wenig/AP 

 

10th Emergency Special Session of the General Assembly 

Under General Assembly Resolution 377 (V), the General Assembly has the power, through the calling of an 

Emergency Special Session, to consider any matter that is deemed a threat to international security that the 

Security Council cannot effectively address due to a lack of unanimity of its members. The 10th Emergency 

Special Session of the General Assembly was first convened in April 1997 in order to address the 

deteriorating situation in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. It was last in session on the 15th and 16th of 

January 2009 in order to discuss the crisis in the Gaza Strip. After these two days of heated negotiations, the 

General Assembly passed a resolution that reaffirmed the demands of Security Council Resolution 1860 

and called for “the full withdrawal of Israeli forces from the Gaza Strip, and…for the unimpeded provision 

and distribution throughout the Gaza Strip of humanitarian assistance, including food, fuel and medical 

treatment.”38 The Resolution was passed with a vote of 143 in favor to 3 against (United States, Israel, 

Nauru), with 9 abstentions (Australia, Canada, Côte d’Ivoire, Ecuador, Indonesia, Iran, Nigeria, Syria, 

Venezuela). 

 

                                                        
38 United Nations General Assembly, 36th Plenary Meeting. General Assembly resolution supporting the 
immediate ceasefire according to Security Council resolution 1860 (2009)( A/RES/ES-10/18). 16 January 
2009 
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A Palestinian demonstrator holds up his slingshot at Israeli soldiers during clashes at the Qalandia checkpoint near Ramallah. Photograph: Tara 

Todras-Whitehill/AP 
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PROPOSED SOLUTION: 

Delegates must bear in mind that the committee is tasked to discuss the recognition of a Palestinian state at the 

General Assembly and its possible admission into the United Nations. This is not, albeit related, a discussion of 

how to deal with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and its attendant consequences. It is instead a discussion, in 

light of the past conflicts, on the ramifications for admission/non-admission in the General Assembly. 

Delegates must consider from all perspectives (legal, political, humanitarian, economical, historical etc) the 

consequences of recognition or non-recognition in order to reach a reasoned and defensible stand, in line 

with their individual country policies. 

 

Palestinian statehood has important implications for Palestine’s future and for the course of peace efforts. 

On May 11 2009, Bruno Stagno Ugarte, Foreign Minister of Costa Rica, spoke at a Security Council session 

where he urged that recognitions would place Palestine “in a position of greater symmetry vis-à-vis other 

parties to the conflict.”39 The Dominican Republic made a similar point when it announced on July 14 2009 

that it was establishing diplomatic relations with Palestine.40 This makes clear that the issue of Palestine 

statehood has consequences for possible routes to a resolution of the Israel-Palestine conflict; Palestine 

statehood puts Palestine in a status equal to that of Israel. 

 

As a state, Palestine qualifies for membership in the United Nations. The reason it has been denied 

membership to date is unrelated to its satisfaction of the legal statehood criterion.41 Were the United States 

to change its position on Palestine admission, the remaining hold-out states would likely fall in line. As a 

member state of the United Nations, Palestine automatically becomes a party to the Statute of the 

                                                        
39 UN Security Council, 6123rd Meeting, UN Doc. S/PV.6123, 11 May 2009, at 12. Cited in John Quigley, 
The statehood of Palestine : international law in the Middle East conflict, Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

40 Dominican Republic strikes “diplomatic balance” with Israel, Palestine, Dominican Today, 14 July 2009. 
Web: www.dominicantoday.com  

41 The best known formulation of the basic criteria for statehood is that laid down in Article I of the 
Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Dutues of States, 1933. It is based on the principle of ex facitus jus 
oritur, a principle of international law. 
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International Court of Justice. It could also lead to membership on the Security Council or the Human 

Rights Council. 

 

Delegates must consider whether recognition of Palestinian statehood would aid in achieving the aims of 

peace and stability that the international community poses as its objectives, or whether it would instead 

escalate military hostilities in the region. A decision on recognition must consider how recognition would 

change, if at all, the state of such hostilities. It must encompass not only aspects of international legal rule 

of law, but also practical feasibility. Also as a related matter, how would it improve the economic crisis and 

the issue of refugees in the Gaza Strip and West Bank – in this regard, is the economic viability of statehood 

even a relevant consideration? Is the matter of admission/non-admission one of only formality or does it 

carry further significance? 

 

 

Israeli PM Binyamin Netanyahu and Barack Obama. Photograph: Mandel Ngan/AFP/Getty Images 

 

If in favour of recognition, the territorial disputes that have fuelled the Israel-Palestinian conflict for 

decades would inevitable come into the picture. Some of the major attempts at peace accords have 

collapsed because they have failed to specify how the territory of the original Palestinian mandate will be 

controlled or how the government of the territories will function. In this regard, it is crucial to set a specific 

plan for how both Israel and Palestine will coexist as independent states, how the territory will be divided 

between the two, and the process by which the region will transition into this two-state solution.
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KEY ACTORS: 

Arab States.  Israel and Palestine’s Arab neighbours have been involved in the conflict for nearly as 

long as the two nations themselves. The relationship between Israel and Egypt, Jordan, and Leba-

non has been tense at its best and violent at its worst. In today’s climate, the growing Arab 

nationalistic sentiment and period of rapid change, dubbed the Arab Spring, in the Middle East 

could very well have long-term consequences on the question of Palestine. With the recent prolif-

eration of self-determination movements, many Arab nations in the Middle East may put 

increased pressure on both Israel and the international community to recognize the right of 

Palestine to full independence. Furthermore, if Israel refuses to negotiate and settle with the 

Palestinian Authority, its Arab neighbours may find increased incentive to turn against it and 

potentially take drastic action. 

 

Israel has launched a global diplomatic campaign to persuade countries to vote against recognition of a Palestinian state. Photograph: Ali Ali/EPA 

 

The European Union. The European Union is one of the most generous supporters of Palestine in 

recent years. It has worked closely with the Palestinian Authority to institute sustainable political, 

economic, and social practices that will allow for the independence and growth of a future 

Palestinian state that can peacefully coexist with Israel; there are also several agreements to 

political and economic cooperation between the two bodies. In addition, the European Union is 

the single largest provider of financial assistance to the Palestinian refugees. 
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The United States. A staunch ally of Israel, the United States has openly acted in the interest of the Jewish 

state, though it has also occasionally scorned its actions. Furthermore, as a permanent member of the 

Security Council, it has used its veto power to dismiss many resolutions that have been too unfavourable to 

Israel. On the other hand, the United States has been one of the greatest influences in regards to holding 

peace talks and has hosted such historic agreements as the Camp David Accords. Most recently, President 

Barak Obama called for the territorial disputes in the Middle East to be settled according to pre-1967 

boundaries, even though this is not the most favourable solution for Israel. 

 

A Palestinian delegation member holds a symbolic seat outside the United Nations HQ in New York. Photograph: Stan Honda/AFP/Getty Images 

 

Questions a Resolution must answer: 

 

• What is the status of Palestine in the larger international community and the United Nations? How 

can the United Nations General Assembly work to settle the border disputes between Israel and 

Palestine? In what way(s) does this Committee advise the territory to be divided? 

• Is either Fatah or Hamas a more legitimate wing of the Palestinian government? How does the fact 

that the Gaza Strip is controlled by Hamas while the West Bank is controlled by Fatah and the 

Palestinian Authority affect the formation of an independent state of Palestine? How should the 

United Nations go about recognizing either, or both, of these parties? How does this two-party 

situation affect the international standing of Palestine and the peace process? If recognition is 

granted, Should either Israel or Palestine be subject to punitive action because of the destruction 

and violence it has afflicted on the civilian population? 

• As an issue of international law, the United Nations cannot “recognise” states. Individual United 

Nations members instead do that on a bilateral basis. In reality, however, membership in the United 
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Nations is generally considered to be confirmation that a country is an internationally recognized 

sovereign state. If the Palestinians were to upgrade their status to that of a non-member observer 

state, it would be a kind of implicit United Nation recognition of a Palestinian state. What 

ramifications would this augur for the international polity of the United Nation seeing as three of 

the Permanent Five members are opposed to Palestinian recognition 

• If a Palestinian state is recognized, what could that mean for relations/negotiations with Israel? 

Many believe recognition of a Palestinian state would exacerbate already poor relations between the 

Palestinian Authority government and Israel.42 A rising level of Palestinian frustration at unmet 

expectations could add a great deal of tension on the ground and contribute to the possibility of an 

outbreak of violence. Palestinian leadership maintains that recognition would help put pressure on 

Israel to be more reasonable in future negotiations. What would Israel and the United States say to 

this? In any case, have the Israelis been unreasonable – how do we explain Palestine’s repeated 

rejections of Israeli peace offers? Is it justified? What kind of offer from Israel would suffice for the 

Palestine? On the other hand, would the potential threat of violence be sufficient justification for 

the current opposing states to reconsider their positions? Would the United States, as a supposedly 

responsible member of the international legal community, reconsider its (political) stance? This 

must be considered in light of the financial issues governing the current World Economy and the 

problems this might engender. Further, what are the Arab states’ stances on this? 

 

Source http://www.theipinionsjournal.com/index.php/2011/09/showdown-at-un-over-palestinian-statehood/ 

                                                        
42   Some politicians in Israel have called for unilateral responses to the Palestinian bid including the outright 
annexation of territory in the West Bank, the withholding of tax revenue collected on behalf of the 
Palestinians, and the cancellation of various parts of the 1993 Oslo accords that created the Palestinian 
Authority 
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• As an alternative to applying to become a full United Nation Member state, which requires approval 

by the UN Security Council, the Palestinians could also seek upgraded observer status as a non-

Member state.43 The advantage of this option is that it would only require approval of two thirds of 

the General Assembly. Since around 130 countries have already recognized the state of Palestine to 

date, United Nations diplomats say that it would not be difficult to secure the necessary 129 votes. 

Such a move would have benefits. If the Palestinians were to be recognized as a non-member state, 

they would be able to sign certain international treaties, such as the Rome Statute of the 

International Criminal Court, which they cannot currently sign. Would the State of Palestine settle 

for this concession? Would the US and Israel oppose such a move? Would other member states see 

this as a best case compromise and pile further pressure on the US and its allies? 

 

 

Children display Palestinian flags at a rally near Ramallah. A poll found their parents’ priorities were now health, education, water supplies and 
jobs, rather than talks with Israel. Photograph: Issam Rimami/Rex Features 

 

• Even within Palestine, the Palestinian Authority could also risk losing support from its own people. 

The Hamas political faction, which controls Gaza, does not support the U.N. strategy and there are 

concerns among the Palestinian refugees in the region that the statehood bid could compromise 

their "right of return" to their homeland. How would this affect their considerations? Or is this 

what has been affecting negotiations so far? Would the international community try to “change” this 

view? How? 

• There is clear indication that Palestine now possesses the capacity to handle sovereignty, and is 

held back only by the Arab-Israeli conflict and the American/British/French veto. NGOs like the 

                                                        
43   That is what the Vatican has and what Switzerland had before it joined the United Nations in 2002. Such 
status would constitute implicit UN recognition of Palestinian statehood. 
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World Bank and the IMF can testify to this and propose further recommendations. Others like 

Human Rights Watch may argue about how UN recognition and membership could pave the way 

for raising the standards of living in the State of Palestine. These NGOs are in a strong position to 

assert political clout on the US and its allies for their staunch stance against Palestinian recognition. 

Note as well that with the U.S. being opposed to the move, lawmakers in Congress have threatened 

to pull the plug on hundreds of millions of dollars in annual American aid. How would this impact 

on NGO considerations? Ought they and the international community to adopt a balancing 

approach and continue to leave the State of Palestine in the lurch? Or would they be able to come 

up with bolder proposals? 
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ANNEX: 

 

These maps depict the scale of the Palestine Conflict. Above is a picture of the Gaza Strip, while to the right lies the 
state of Israel. Important landmarks include Jerusalem, the Mediterranean Sea, and the various armistice lines. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/gz.html. 


