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Inside the Israeli movement to recolonize
Gaza
Wednesday 12 February 2025, by LEIFER Joshua (Date first published: 11 February 2025).

Capitalizing on the Gaza war, Nachala has pushed to rectify what it sees as the ’historical
injustice’ of Israel’s 2005 disengagement. If the ceasefire falters, the group is ready to
pounce — with little standing in its way.
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Daniella Weiss, the 79-year-old leader of the far-right settler organization Nachala, stepped out of
her white Mitsubishi SUV and into the parking lot of the Sderot train station, a mere three
kilometers from the Gaza Strip. It was Dec. 26, the second night of Hanukkah, and for weeks
Nachala had been aggressively promoting a celebratory “procession to Gaza” and candle-lighting
ceremony in a closed military zone by the border. The event was to be the next step in Nachala’s
escalating campaign to rebuild Jewish settlements in Gaza. If they could not yet enter the Strip, they
would at least try to get as close as possible.

A group of teenage girls in ankle-length skirts rushed to take selfies with Weiss, who was sanctioned
by the Canadian government in June for perpetrating extremist violence against Palestinians in the
occupied West Bank. Nearby, a scrum of yeshiva students from Sderot jumped and chanted, “Am
Yisrael Chai” — an old slogan that means “The people of Israel live,” which has become a nationalist
mantra. In the back corner of the parking lot, two shipping containers (what the settlers call
caravans) emblazoned with the words “Gaza Is Ours Forever!” sat atop heavy flat-bed trucks
waiting, it seemed, for the order to drive into the devastated territory. In the distance, occasional
explosions in Gaza illuminated the horizon with a hellish light, the sound rattling the windows in an
adjacent strip mall.

“We are going to take this procession to the area of the Black Arrow, to a hill that overlooks Gaza,”
Weiss told +972, describing Nachala’s plan for the night. (The Black Arrow is a memorial to Israeli
paratroopers, administered by the Jewish National Fund, less than a kilometer from the cement and
razor-wire barrier that separates Gaza from Israel.) “Hopefully, the police will let us get there,” she
added, grinning. “We always find a way.”

Weiss’ fundamentalist fervor belies her years. One of the last of the founding generation of settler
leaders still alive, she is a former general secretary of Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful), the
messianic religious-nationalist movement that erupted in the early 1970s and drove the settlement
enterprise in the occupied West Bank. As they entered middle age, many of Weiss’ counterparts
traded the militant life for bourgeois comfort under the terracotta roofs of suburban settlements or
put their time of terrorism and sabotage behind them for careers in the media or politics. Not Weiss.
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Aside from a stint as mayor of Kedumim, an ultra-hardline settlement near the Palestinian city of
Nablus, Weiss remained on the hilltops of the occupied West Bank, exhorting young Jewish Israelis
to take over the land. In 2005, she founded Nachala with another of Gush Emunim’s most extreme
leaders, Moshe Levinger of the notorious Kiryat Arba settlement near Hebron, with the aim of
keeping the anti-establishment flame of the settler movement burning. In the years since, she has
become something of a guru to the radical hilltop youth settlers, guiding them in the construction of
illegal outposts and in the art of resistance, both civil and uncivil, to any attempts by Israeli
authorities to control them.

Almost immediately after the Hamas attack on October 7, Weiss and the rest of the settler movement
set their sights on Gaza. Against the backdrop of Israel’s massive bombardment and ethnic cleansing
of the territory’s north, they ramped up their efforts to re-establish Jewish settlements there,
broadcasting their intentions loudly and bluntly — and with the knowledge that they could count on
significant support within the governing coalition.

Israelis look at a giant map of the Gaza Strip depicting future Israeli settlements at the “Conference
for Israel’s Victory” in Jerusalem, January 28, 2024. (Oren Ziv)

This past December, Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich, who leads the Religious Zionism party and
functions as the overlord of the West Bank, declared (not for the first time) on Israeli public radio,
“We must occupy Gaza, maintain a military presence there, and establish settlements.” Many in
Smotrich’s camp wanted to prolong the war, reasoning that the longer Israel continued to brutalize
Gaza, the greater the likelihood that settlers would succeed in installing an outpost — the germ of a
settlement — in the Strip.

The announcement of a ceasefire agreement, which went into effect on Jan. 19, has slowed the Gaza
resettlement movement’s momentum, but it has not stalled it.

The ceasefire is fragile, dangerously so: there is no guarantee that it will last beyond the initial six-
week phase, which involves only a partial Israeli withdrawal from the territory. And there have
already been reports that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, to keep his hard-right government
together, has conceded to Smotrich’s demand that Israel restart the war after the first phase ends
and gradually assert full Israeli control over the Gaza Strip. Whether that happens will depend
largely on the Trump administration’s willingness to exert continuous pressure on Netanyahu to
carry out the subsequent stages of the ceasefire agreement — which would very likely jeopardize the
survival of Netanyahu’s governing coalition.

Amid this uncertainty, the settler movement has continued to press its eliminationist vision of
resettling Gaza. The night before the ceasefire went into effect, Nachala led several dozen activists
back to the Black Arrow memorial to stage a protest against the agreement. The settlers are openly
praying for its failure, while a handful of the more militant among them remain camped within
sprinting distance of the separation barrier.

If and when the ceasefire collapses and Israeli ground troops return to the Strip in full force, the
settlers will be prepared to renew their push, even more determined to establish new settlements
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there. In that scenario, there will be frighteningly little standing in their way.

Nachala supporters at the Hanukkah celebration, calling to resettle Gaza, in the southern Israeli city
of Sderot, Dec. 26, 2024. (Yossi Aloni/Flash90)

 ‘A period of miracles’

By the 2000s — three decades into Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and Gaza — the Strip was
home to nearly 9,000 Israeli settlers living across 21 settlements. Seventeen were in an area that
Israelis called Gush Katif, on Gaza’s southern coast, which effectively blocked Palestinians in the
cities of Khan Younis and Rafah from access to the Mediterranean Sea. Many of the settlers who
made their way to Gaza came from the more ideologically extreme factions of the religious-Zionist
movement, as devout believers in the messianic vision of a Jewish physical presence in every inch of
the biblical land of Israel.

When Israel unilaterally withdrew all Jewish settlers from Gaza in 2005 — what Israelis call “the
disengagement” — Prime Minister Ariel Sharon stressed to the international community that he
hoped the move would show that Israel was serious about making the kind of territorial
compromises necessary to reach an eventual peace agreement with the Palestinians.

To the Israeli public, Sharon argued that these particular settlements made little strategic sense;
Gaza was not home to any ancient sites of serious religious significance, and defending the
settlements demanded too much human sacrifice. In private, however, Sharon and his advisers had a
different goal: to put the possible creation of a Palestinian state on hold by delinking the fates of the
West Bank and Gaza. “The significance of the disengagement plan is the freezing of the peace
process,” Dov Weisglass, a Sharon adviser, famously said. “The disengagement is actually
formaldehyde.”

Still, for the members of Israel’s religious-nationalist right, any territorial withdrawal was
unacceptable. Since 2005, they have viewed the disengagement as a “historical injustice” that needs
to be rectified.

Jewish settlers resist attempts by Israeli security forces to evacuate them from their homes in the
Kfar Darom settlement in Gush Katif, Gaza, as part of the Gaza disengagement plan, August 18,
2005. (Flash90)

With the start of the ground invasion of Gaza in late October 2023, Israel’s extreme religious
Zionists saw an opportunity. Right-wing soldiers began to upload videos of themselves vowing to
return to Gush Katif and resettle Gaza. Amid the rubble, they planted the orange flag that had
become the emblem of the anti-disengagement movement, unfurled banners proclaiming the future
sites of new settlements, and nailed mezuzahs to the doorframes of ruined Palestinian homes.

While much of Israel spent the months after October 7 in mourning, the leadership of the settler
movement entered a state of nearecstatic anticipation that has only deepened with time. “From my
perspective,” Orit Strook, a government minister from the Religious Zionism party, remarked in the
summer, “this has been a period of miracles.”

For its part, Nachala began convening events intended to cultivate support for the reoccupation and
resettlement of Gaza. In November 2023, just weeks after October 7, it held a convention devoted to
this aim in the southern city of Ashdod. A few months later, in January 2024, Weiss and her
extremist partners organized the “Conference for Israel’s Victory” in Jerusalem, attended by several
thousand people, including 11 cabinet ministers and 15 members of the governing coalition, where
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speakers hailed the efforts to rebuild settlements in Gaza and called for expelling the Palestinians
living there.

On Israel’s Independence Day, in May, Nachala organized a rally in Sderot, during which National
Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir reiterated the movement’s demand for the “voluntary migration”
of Gaza’s inhabitants — a gross euphemism for ethnic cleansing — in front of a cheering crowd of
thousands. And in October, Nachala put on a “festive” gathering for the holiday of Sukkot in a closed
military zone near the border, where far-right activists set up booths and convened workshops on
how to prepare for Gaza’s resettlement.

When the group gathered in December for the Hanukkah celebration in the Sderot parking lot, the
crowd was considerably smaller, but the atmosphere was no less jubilant. “Would you like to join our
settlement core?” asked a woman wearing an orange head wrap; a charm depicting the rebuilt Third
Temple hung on a gold chain around her neck. She was selling T-shirts, towels, car flags, and
onesies for infants printed with the words “Gaza Is Part of the Land of Israel!” to raise money for the
efforts of her “nucleus,” or settlement group. Of the six such “nuclei” organized by Nachala to settle
different parts of the Strip, each consisting of roughly 100 families, hers — the nucleus for north
Gaza — was “the best,” she said, “because it is the most realistic.”

This was the case, she explained, because the Israeli army had already “emptied” most of northern
Gaza. As for the Palestinians who remained, she added, “they are obviously not innocent,” so they
would be dealt with accordingly — in other words, expelled or killed.

Infant onesies, printed with the words “Gaza Is Part of the Land of Israel!”, for sale at the Nachala
Hanukkah celebration in the southern Israeli city of Sderot, Dec. 26, 2024. (Erik Marmor/Flash90)

A resident of Ashkelon, a city 19 kilometers north of Gaza, the woman was so certain that the
resettlement efforts would succeed that she had declined to renew her lease for the coming year.
“By next summer, we will be in our new house [in Gaza],” she said. “It is God’s plan for us to return.”

 Help from on high

Although the settlers like to credit God for hastening their potential return to Gaza, they have had
significant help from earthly sources. Before the ceasefire agreement, Israeli forces built an
extensive architecture of occupation in the Gaza Strip. Along what the Israeli army calls the
Netzarim Corridor — a four-mile-long paved road that bisects the Strip — they constructed more
than a dozen military outposts and bases, equipped with air-conditioned housing units, showers,
kitchens, and synagogues (one Orthodox rabbi said that numerous Torah scrolls had been brought
into Gaza). Additional clusters of checkpoints and military inspection installations were also built
across the Strip. While this infrastructure has seemingly been removed with the withdrawal of
Israeli forces from Netzarim, it could be rebuilt as quickly as it was dismantled.

In mid-December, the Israeli news site Ynet published a puff piece on a “small beachfront retreat”
that the army had built in northern Gaza, outfitted with a desalination system, physiotherapy
studios, a mobile dentist’s office, and a gaming room. “The retreat is an impressive haven of civilian-
style comfort,” set amid “the rubble of the war torn region,” the article crowed.

“Additional comforts include a coffee bar with a large espresso machine, popcorn and cotton candy
stations, and a lounge offering Belgian waffles and fresh pretzels,” it continued. This, the article’s
headline stated, is “how the IDF prepares for an extended stay in Gaza.”

For the Palestinians who remained in Gaza’s north, however, “this” meant only more suffering.
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North of Netzarim, Israeli forces systematically demolished entire neighborhoods, destroyed critical
life-sustaining infrastructure, including hospitals, and deployed starvation as a weapon of war. Aerial
footage of the once densely populated cities of Beit Lahiya, Beit Hanoun, and Jabalia show a
landscape of total devastation, with mountains of gray rubble extending almost to the horizon.

Palestinians returning to Jabalia amid the ceasefire between Israel and Hamas, in northern Gaza,
January 19, 2025. (Omar El Qataa)

For Weiss, this devastation was a welcome stage in a divine plan. In an interview with Kan, Israel’s
public broadcaster, in mid-November, she revealed that during an expedition along the separation
barrier to scout future settlement sites, she had contacted active-duty army officers with far-right
sympathies who provided a military jeep to take them into the Strip, where they surveyed the site
that had been the Gaza settlement of Netzarim. “We, the settlers, have all kinds of methods,” Weiss
told Kan.

The next stage would be simple, she continued. Sometime in the coming months, they would attempt
to bring many more Nachala activists into the army bases in Gaza; then, using a method that the
settler movement perfected decades ago, they would refuse to leave. “What is happening right now
is a miracle; we are fighting a holy war,” Weiss said. “A year from today, the people of Israel are
back in Gaza.”

Netanyahu has repeatedly called the prospect of rebuilding Jewish settlements in Gaza “unrealistic.”
But within Likud, Netanyahu’s own party, not to mention his governing coalition, there is substantial
support for the idea. According to Kan’s report on the Gaza settlement movement, an estimated
15,000 of Likud’s roughly 60,000 primary voters belong to hard-line pro-settlement groups. When
asked by Kan if there is a majority within the party that supports resettling Gaza, Avihai Boaron, a
Likud member of Knesset, responded, “Yes, absolutely.”

The election of Donald Trump to a second term greatly heightened the settler movement’s already
maximalist ambitions. At the Nachala event in Sderot, there was a widespread feeling that with
Trump in office, the settlers, and the far right more generally, would have even freer rein.

Standing in front of a banner promising to build “New Gaza” — an all-Jewish city on the ruins of
what is now Gaza City — a man named Yaakov explained enthusiastically how a future that had once
been unthinkable had, to his mind, become possible. “We are going to flatten all of Gaza and build a
city on top of it,” he said. “If you asked me even six months [ago] about this, I would have said you
were crazy.”

Nachala supporters at the Hanukkah celebration, calling to resettle Gaza, in the southern Israeli city
of Sderot, Dec. 26, 2024. (Erik Marmor/Flash90)

Within hours of taking office, Trump rolled back the sanctions that the Biden administration had
levied against prominent settler leaders and organizations, including Amana, the movement’s real--
estate-cum-lobbying arm, which has been led since 1989 by Ze’ev “Zambish” Hever, a former
member of the terrorist Jewish Underground. The Trump administration’s ambassador to Israel,
Baptist minister Mike Huckabee, is a proponent of Israel’s annexation of all or part of the West
Bank. Trump’s new secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, has not only endorsed annexation in
interviews but even suggested that a Jewish temple might be rebuilt on the Temple Mount/Haram Al-
Sharif in Jerusalem.

Then came the president’s surprise plan to ethnically cleanse the entire Gaza Strip of Palestinians
and take over the territory. Israel’s far right — and, indeed, much of the center — has greeted the
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proposal with unmasked enthusiasm. “Assuming that Trump’s announcement regarding the transfer
of Gazans to the nations of the world is translated into action,” Weiss said in a Feb. 5 statement, “we
must hasten to establish settlements in every part of the Gaza Strip.”

 Playing the long game

For all the power that the settler movement has accrued within Israeli politics — and over the fate of
Palestinians — the majority of the country has never supported the rebuilding of settlements in Gaza
(more than half, according to recent polls, oppose it). But the success of Israel’s settler right has
never derived from actual mass support. To the contrary, it is a textbook case of a vanguardist
movement.

The settlers built a lobby that learned to exert leverage within the Likud, while simultaneously
transforming its own political representatives into parliamentary kingmakers. In the West Bank —
the model for what the settlers hope to achieve in Gaza — the occupation has been entrenched as
much through apparently unilateral settler action as by deliberate state planning.

Last February, a group of hilltop youth — known for attacking Palestinian shepherds and towns in
the West Bank — managed to run through a military checkpoint and into Gaza before being tracked
down by the army, while others attempted to construct an outpost in the militarized buffer zone.
That effort failed, but even with the ceasefire in effect, there remains the risk that a group of
settlers, whether from Nachala’s ranks or elsewhere, will try again.

And while the withdrawal of most Israeli forces from the heart of Gaza has decreased the chances
that the settlers will succeed in the immediate future, Weiss and her fellow militants are not wrong
to think that time is on their side. As the settlers have often made clear — and as Weiss herself
emphasized when she spoke to the crowd at the Sderot gathering — they are playing the long game.

“Today, there are 330 settlements in Judea and Samaria,” she said, using the settlers’ preferred
biblical term for the West Bank, “and close to 1 million Jews beyond the Green Line. This was not
born in a single day, and it was not achieved without struggle.

“We want to return to the Gaza Strip, to the inheritance of the tribe of Judah,” she continued to
applause. “We want the western Negev to extend all the way to the Mediterranean Sea. And we will
achieve this goal by the merit of everyone here and all of those praying for the return of the Jewish
people to all its land.”

After Weiss had finished her speech and several other far-right activists had given short exhortations
of their own, the settler militants climbed into their large white vans, strapped their many children
into their car seats, and started toward the Black Arrow memorial. A single veteran Nachala activist
named Hayim lingered in the parking lot, gathering the many signs that had been strapped to chain-
link fences and wrapped around trees. He pointed toward the caravans, which remained parked in
their place as the procession departed.

The caravans, he explained, were not intended to be taken into Gaza that night; they were there to
illustrate the movement’s commitment to resettling Gaza, step by step. “At the end of the day, the
government follows the people,” Hayim said. “The goal here is to make a groundswell that the
government cannot ignore.”

Joshua Leifer
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P.S.

• +975. February 11, 2025 :
https://www.972mag.com/gaza-israeli-settlements-nachala-ceasefire/

A version of this article was also published in The Nation. Read it here.

• Joshua Leifer is a member of the Dissent editorial board. He is the author of “Tablets Shattered:
The End of an American Century and the Future of Jewish Life.”

Our team has been devastated by the horrific events of this latest war – the atrocities committed by
Hamas in Israel and the massive retaliatory Israeli attacks on Gaza. Our hearts are with all the
people and communities facing violence.

We are in an extraordinarily dangerous era in Israel-Palestine. The bloodshed unleashed by these
events has reached extreme levels of brutality and threatens to engulf the entire region. Hamas’
murderous assault in southern Israel has devastated and shocked the country to its core. Israel’s
retaliatory bombing of Gaza is wreaking destruction on the already besieged strip and killing a
ballooning number of civilians. Emboldened settlers in the West Bank, backed by the army, are
seizing the opportunity to escalate their attacks on Palestinians.

This escalation has a very clear context, one that +972 has spent the past 13 years covering: Israeli
society’s growing racism and militarism, the entrenched occupation, and an increasingly normalized
siege on Gaza.

We are well positioned to cover this perilous moment – but we need your help to do it. This terrible
period will challenge the humanity of all of those working for a better future in this land.
Palestinians and Israelis are already organizing and strategizing to put up the fight of their lives.

Can we count on your support? +972 Magazine is the leading media voice of this movement, a
desperately needed platform where Palestinian and Israeli journalists and activists can report on and
analyze what is happening, guided by humanism, equality, and justice. Join us.
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