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The Corfu Channel Case (United Kingdom v. Albania), decided by the International Court

of Justice (ICJ), is a landmark case in international law, especially concerning issues of

state responsibility, maritime navigation rights, and the use of force. 
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Facts of the Case

The Corfu Channel case arose from a series of incidents in 1946 involving the passage of British

warships through the Corfu Channel, a narrow waterway within Albanian territorial waters.

On October 22, 1946, two British naval ships, HMS Saumarez and HMS Volage, were navigating

through the channel when they struck underwater mines. The explosions severely damaged both

vessels and resulted in casualties among the British crew.

The United Kingdom subsequently alleged that the mines had either been laid by Albania or had

been placed by a third party with the tacit approval or knowledge of the Albanian government.

Following the incidents, the United Kingdom initially brought the issue to the United Nations

Security Council, which recommended referral of the case to the International Court of Justice

(ICJ). The UK then filed a claim with the ICJ, asserting that Albania bore responsibility for the

incident under international law and seeking compensation.

The Albanian government contested this claim, asserting its sovereignty over the Corfu Channel

and countering that the British navy had violated Albanian territorial sovereignty by conducting

minesweeping operations in the channel without Albania’s permission.

Procedural History
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1. 22 May 1947: The United Kingdom formally submitted its application to the ICJ, alleging that

Albania was responsible for the mines and seeking reparations.

2. 2 July 1947: Albania responded to the ICJ’s communications, which the Court interpreted as

Albania’s consent to its jurisdiction over the case, thus allowing the ICJ to proceed with

hearing the case.

Issues Raised

Several key issues were addressed in the Corfu Channel case, notably:

1. Whether the ICJ held jurisdiction to resolve the dispute between the United Kingdom and

Albania, given the complex nature of international incidents and Albania’s contested consent.

2. Whether Albania was legally responsible for the presence of mines in its territorial waters that

caused damage to the British warships.

3. Whether the UK had violated Albania’s sovereignty by sending warships through Albanian

waters and conducting unauthorized minesweeping operations.

4. Determining the amount of compensation Albania should pay to the United Kingdom for the

damages and loss of life caused by the explosions.

Judgment of the Case

Jurisdiction and Admissibility

The ICJ confirmed its jurisdiction to hear the Corfu Channel case, interpreting Albania’s July 2

communication as a tacit acceptance of the Court’s jurisdiction. Although Albania’s

communication was somewhat indirect, the Court reasoned that it met the requirements for

establishing jurisdiction.

The ICJ underscored that the acceptance of its jurisdiction by a party does not necessitate a rigid,

formalistic approach; instead, consent to jurisdiction could be implied, as in this case. The Court

found that no procedural irregularities warranted dismissal of the case.

Merits of the Case
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On the merits, the ICJ held that Albania was responsible for the damage caused by the mines in

the Corfu Channel. While Albania contended that it was not directly responsible for laying the

mines, the ICJ found that the presence of mines in Albanian waters could not have occurred

without at least the knowledge of Albanian authorities.

The Court relied on circumstantial evidence to establish Albania’s liability, a significant legal

development as it permitted the use of indirect evidence to determine state responsibility. This

acceptance of circumstantial evidence was crucial because Albania controlled access to its

territorial waters and could have prevented the incident through proper oversight.

Counter-Claim by Albania

The ICJ also addressed Albania’s counter-claim that the UK violated its sovereignty by navigating

warships through Albanian territorial waters and by conducting unauthorized minesweeping

operations.

The Court concluded that the British warships’ passage through the channel was within the

framework of the right of innocent passage, which allowed foreign vessels, including warships, to

transit through international straits without infringing on the sovereignty of the coastal state.

However, the ICJ ruled that the subsequent minesweeping operation conducted by the British

navy violated Albania’s sovereignty, as it took place without Albania’s consent. The UK’s argument

that its actions were justified under the doctrine of “self-help” was rejected by the Court, which

emphasized that states must respect each other’s sovereignty, particularly in circumstances

involving military operations.

Reparation

In its final judgment, the ICJ assessed the amount of reparation owed by Albania to the United

Kingdom for the damage sustained by British ships and the loss of lives. After evaluating the

impact of the mine explosions on the British vessels, the Court ordered Albania to pay £844,000 in

compensation.

This figure was calculated based on the assessed damages resulting directly from the explosions

caused by the mines in Albanian waters. The ruling underscored the importance of compensating

states for injuries and loss resulting from breaches of international obligations by other states.
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Legal Principles Established

The Corfu Channel case contributed significantly to the development of international law,

establishing key principles, including:

1. State Responsibility: The ICJ held Albania accountable for the damage to British vessels,

reinforcing the concept that states can be held liable for actions or omissions within their

jurisdiction that cause harm to other states, even if there is no direct evidence of active

involvement. The Court’s reliance on circumstantial and indirect evidence set a precedent for

determining state responsibility in cases where direct evidence is inaccessible.

2. Right of Innocent Passage: The judgment elaborated on the right of innocent passage,

affirming that foreign warships have the right to pass through international straits without the

consent of the coastal state as long as the passage is peaceful and non-threatening. This

principle has been influential in the context of the law of the sea, clarifying that warships may

exercise innocent passage, provided they respect the security and peace of the coastal state.

3. Sovereignty and Self-Help: The ICJ explicitly rejected the UK’s assertion that “self-help”

justified its actions within Albanian territory, emphasizing that states cannot unilaterally take

measures that infringe upon another state’s sovereignty. The ruling underscored that states

must seek peaceful, lawful avenues for dispute resolution rather than resort to unilateral

actions.

4. Reparation: The case set a precedent for calculating reparations in international disputes,

endorsing a process for compensation based on the tangible damages incurred by the affected

state. The ICJ’s order of financial compensation underscored the principle that reparations

should reflect the actual loss suffered due to another state’s internationally wrongful act.

Conclusion

The Corfu Channel case holds a significant place in international legal history, as one of the first

major decisions by the ICJ that clarified several foundational principles of international law.

The case provided insights into the ICJ’s approach to interpreting state responsibility,

sovereignty, and the right of innocent passage, as well as the Court’s role in holding states

accountable for breaches of international obligations.
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Furthermore, the acceptance of circumstantial evidence as a basis for determining state

responsibility has influenced subsequent cases in which direct evidence is unavailable. The ICJ’s

ruling on self-help also continues to inform contemporary debates regarding state actions that

infringe on the sovereignty of other states.
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