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The International Court of Justice (ICJ) is the principal judicial organ of the United

Nations (UN). It was established in 1945 and is located in The Hague, Netherlands. Read

more about the Role and Composition of ICJ here!
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Introduction

The International Court of Justice (ICJ), known as the principal judicial organ of the United

Nations (UN), holds a pivotal role in international law and diplomacy. Initially conceptualized

during the late 19th and early 20th centuries through conferences leading to the Hague

Conventions, its predecessor, the Permanent Court of International Justice (PCIJ), was

established by the League of Nations from 1921 to 1939.

With the establishment of the ICJ in 1945 by the San Francisco Conference, coinciding with the

birth of the UN, it became operational in 1946. Unlike other UN organs, the ICJ is headquartered

in The Hague, Netherlands. All UN member states are automatically parties to the ICJ statute,

with provisions for non-member states to join.

As the primary judicial body, the ICJ resolves disputes between states based on international law

and offers advisory opinions on legal matters as requested by UN bodies or specialized agencies.

Additionally, while the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has the power to enforce ICJ

judgments, permanent UNSC members retain veto authority over such rulings. Operating in

English and French, the ICJ plays a crucial role in upholding international law and facilitating

diplomatic resolution of disputes.
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Composition of the International Court of Justice

1. The International Court of Justice (ICJ) comprises 15 judges, each serving a nine-year term.

2. Judges are elected independently by the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and the

United Nations Security Council (UNSC), requiring an absolute majority in both bodies for

election.

3. Nationality diversity is ensured as no two judges on the ICJ can be from the same country.

4. Elections are held every three years to fill one-third of the seats, with the possibility of re-

election for retiring judges.

5. Judges act independently and do not represent their respective governments.

6. Candidates for the ICJ must meet specific qualifications related to their legal expertise or

recognized competence in international law.

7. Regional representation is maintained with 3 judges from Africa, 2 from Latin America and the

Caribbean, 3 from Asia, 5 from Western Europe and other states, and 2 from Eastern Europe.

8. Additionally, the ICJ includes a President, a Vice President, and a Registrar.

9. Each State party to the Charter designates a group to propose candidates for ICJ judgeship.

Jurisdictions of International Court of Justice

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) operates in two main areas of jurisdiction:

1. Contentious cases: The ICJ resolves legal disputes between states based on international law.

Only participating countries are involved in these cases, as international organizations, private

individuals, and other authorities cannot initiate proceedings. The Court’s decisions are final,

binding, and not subject to appeal.

2. Advisory opinions: The ICJ provides advisory opinions to certain UN organs, specialized

agencies, and related organizations. While these opinions are not legally binding, they carry

significant legal and moral weight, aiding in the development and interpretation of

international law.

Additionally, the ICJ’s jurisdiction includes both mainline and incidental matters:

Incidental jurisdiction covers procedural matters like the Court’s authority to determine its

own jurisdiction, control proceedings, grant interim measures, and dismiss cases.
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Mainline jurisdiction pertains to the Court’s power to issue binding decisions on the substance

and merits of cases brought before it.

Functions of International Court of Justice

1. The International Court of Justice (ICJ) is often dubbed the ‘World Court’ due to its central role

in handling global disputes and issues. Its primary role involves resolving disputes between

countries according to international law.

2. Despite being advisory in nature, the ICJ cannot enforce its judgments on nations. However,

the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) holds the power to enforce these verdicts, as

outlined in the UN Charter. The permanent members of the UNSC retain the authority to veto

such rulings.

3. Operating under a two-fold model of jurisdiction, the ICJ serves two main functions: a. It acts

as a forum for settling disputes between countries that voluntarily submit their issues to its

jurisdiction. b. Additionally, the ICJ provides legal advice to UN organs and specialized

agencies when requested, further highlighting its multifaceted role within the UN framework.

Limitations of the ICJ

The ICJ faces limitations primarily in its jurisdiction and structure. It lacks the authority to

prosecute individuals for war crimes, isn’t a final court of appeal for individuals, and can’t initiate

cases independently. Its jurisdiction depends on the consent of involved states, and enforcement

can be hindered by Security Council vetoes. Despite these constraints, the ICJ remains crucial for

international peace and stability. Enhancing its capabilities could greatly bolster global peace

efforts.

Conclusion

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) stands as a cornerstone of the United Nations, playing a

pivotal role in the resolution of international disputes and the interpretation of international law.

With its headquarters in The Hague, the ICJ operates as the primary judicial organ of the UN,

settling disputes between states and offering advisory opinions on legal matters. Despite facing

limitations in its jurisdiction and enforcement capabilities, the ICJ remains indispensable for

upholding international peace and fostering diplomatic resolutions. Strengthening the ICJ’s role

and capabilities could further advance global peace efforts and promote adherence to
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international law.
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