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Introduction
The exercise of punitive criminal accountability pursuant to domestic laws is at the heart
of our understanding of what it means to have a society built on the rule of law, which in turn
makes it the sine qua non of true sovereignty. It is so essential and so basic that the pursuit of
justice often becomes a focal point of the mission for military forces deployed to a society where
the legislative and judicial systems have become corrupted, replaced, or have simply collapsed
under the weight of tyranny or corruption. Indeed, the civilian population demands justice and
an end to repression even in the immediate aftermath of operations in areas where the citizens
suffer from extreme poverty and overwhelming material needs.1 The priority that the common
people attach to the restoration of true justice perhaps reflects an inchoate realization that the
freedom from oppression achieved by external military intervention cannot be sustained without
the restoration of effective and fair mechanisms for societal justice. The elation that Iraqi
citizens expressed as the statues of Saddam fell in Baghdad testified to their deep desire for a
restoration of a society built on the rule of law rather than one dominated by the whims of a
dictator supported by the machinery of bureaucratic oppression.
To this end, the Governing Council in Iraq sought to make the creation of an
accountability mechanism for punishing those responsible for the atrocities of the Ba’athist
regime one of its earliest priorities.2 After months of debate, drafting, and consideration of
expert advice solicited from the Coalition Provisional Authority, the Iraqi Governing Council
issued the Statute of the Iraqi Special Tribunal (IST) on December 10, 2003.3 The
announcement of the Statute culminated a developmental process that was under the auspices of
the Legal Affairs subcommittee of the Iraqi Governing Council led by Judge Dara. By sheer
coincidence, the announcement of the Iraqi Special Tribunal preceded the capture of Saddam by
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only four days. The Iraqi people almost universally supported the concept of prosecuting
Saddam inside Iraq rather than simply transferring him to an external judicial forum.4
To coincide with the announcement of the Statute, The Iraqi Governing Council and
Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) requested that the Defense Institute of International Legal
Studies (DIILS)5 present a seminar on investigating and prosecuting international crimes in an
Iraqi domestic structure. The diverse group of 96 Iraqi judges, prosecutors, and lawyers who
gathered in Baghdad were among the first Iraqis outside the Governing Council to review the
Statute. Members of this group repeatedly and enthusiastically referred to Saddam’s regime as
the “entombed regime.” Truth-based trials that conform to the principles of fundamental fairness
will be a tangible demonstration that Iraqi society is on the road to a future built on the values of
justice and personal liberty.
In that sense, the trial records generated from the work of the Iraqi Special Tribunal can
be best conceived as the grave marker that will memorialize the misdeeds of the senior Ba’athists
who subverted the rule of law in Iraq for nearly a quarter century. This article will briefly review
the main structural aspects of the Iraqi Special Tribunal, pause to postulate the legality of its
promulgation during the period of coalition occupation in Iraq, and conclude with some
observations regarding the relationship between the IST and Iraqi sovereignty.
The Structure of the Iraqi Special Tribunal
Organs of the Tribunal
The Iraqi jurists who gathered in Baghdad in December 2003 were anxious to learn about
the best practices for ensuring a neutral and effective judicial system free to function beyond the
reach of political control. The Statute echoes this concern by mandating in its very first
provision that the IST “shall be an independent entity and not associated with any Iraqi
government departments.”6 Because the Iraqi domestic system is built on a civil law model, the
IST is the most modern effort to meld common and civil law principles into a consolidated
system that comports with accepted standards of justice. The Tribunal is structured similarly to
the currently existing ad hoc international tribunals in that it contains one or more Trial
Chambers,7 and an Appeals Chamber8 which is chaired by the President of the Tribunal who is
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responsible for exercising oversight of the “administrative and financial aspects of the
Tribunal.”9
Additionally, the Tribunal will contain a Prosecutions Department of up to twenty
prosecutors.10 Reflecting the concern of Iraqi jurists who watched the Ba’athist machinery
corrode the rule of law, the Statute makes clear that “[e]ach Prosecutor shall act independently.
He or she shall not seek or receive instructions from any Governmental Department or from any
other source, including the Governing Council or the Successor Government.”11
Lastly, up to twenty Tribunal Investigative Judges will be responsible for gathering
evidence of crimes within the jurisdiction of the IST “from whatever source” considered
“suitable.”12 As they investigate individuals for the commission of crimes proscribed under the
Statute, the Investigative Judges will serve for a term of three years under terms and conditions
as set out in the preexisting Iraqi Judicial Organization Law. Nevertheless, the Investigative
Judges “shall act independently as a separate organ of the Tribunal” and “shall not seek or
receive instructions from any Governmental Department, or from any other source, including the
Governing Council or the Successor Government.”13
Jurisdictional Reach of the IST
The principle that states are obligated to use domestic forums to punish violations of
international law has roots that run back to the ideas of Hugo Grotius.14 As early as 1842,
Secretary of State Daniel Webster articulated the idea that a nation’s sovereignty also entails “the
strict and faithful observance of all those principles, laws, and usages which have obtained
currency among civilized states, and which have for their object the mitigation of the miseries of
war.”15 Though internationalized judicial mechanisms have permanently altered the face of
international law,16 the Iraqi Special Tribunal is built on the truism that that sovereign states
retain primary responsibility for adjudicating violations of international law.17
Grounded as it is in the right of a sovereign state to punish its nationals for violations of
international norms, the temporal jurisdiction of the IST covers any Iraqi national or resident of
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Iraq charged with crimes listed in the Statute that were committed between July 17, 1968 and
May 1, 2003 inclusive. In addition, its geographic jurisdiction extends to acts committed on the
sovereign soil of the Republic of Iraq, as well as those committed in other nations, including
crimes committed in connection with Iraq’s wars against the Islamic Republic of Iran and the
State of Kuwait.
Articles 11-13 of the Statute establish the competence of the Tribunal to prosecute
genocide (Article 11), crimes against humanity (Article 12), and war crimes committed during
both international and non-international armed conflicts (Article 13). These substantive
provisions are perhaps the most significant aspect of the Statute because they accurately
incorporate the most current norms under international humanitarian law into the fabric of Iraqi
domestic law for the first time. In addition, Article 14 conveys jurisdiction over a core group of
crimes defined in the Iraqi criminal code. The Iraqi lawyers involved in drafting the Statute
demanded inclusion of a select list of domestic crimes because the proscribed acts were so
corrosive to the rule of law inside Saddam’s Iraq. Article 14 reads as follows:
The Tribunal shall have power to prosecute persons who have committed the
following crimes under Iraqi law:
a) For those outside the judiciary, the attempt to manipulate the judiciary or
involvement in the functions of the judiciary, in violation, inter alia, of the Iraqi
interim constitution of 1970, as amended;
b) The wastage of national resources and the squandering of public assets and
funds, pursuant to, inter alia, Article 2(g) of Law Number 7 of 1958, as amended;
and
c) The abuse of position and the pursuit of policies that may lead to the threat of
war or the use of the armed forces of Iraq against an Arab country, in accordance
with Article 1 of Law Number 7 of 1958, as amended.
For pundits or armchair lawyers tempted to dismiss the Tribunal as a bald assertion of
coalition power, Article 14 reveals the offenses deemed most egregious by peace loving Iraqis
seeking to rebuild an Iraq based on freedom. The officials who committed the acts included in
Article 14 in essence waged war on the Iraqi people and society; the prosecution of those acts
was seen by the Iraqis as a prerequisite for restoring the rule of law inside Iraq. From the Iraqi
perspective, the crimes listed in Article 14 are of comparable severity to the grave violations of
international norms found in Articles 11-13. Therefore, the Iraqis felt that prosecution of the
domestic crimes described in Article 14 was a vital necessity for the IST if it is to achieve its
higher goal of helping to heal the wounds inflicted on Iraqi society by the Ba’athists.
Furthermore, Article 14(a) implicitly signifies the urgent priority that the Iraqis attach to
judicial independence. While the Statute itself mandates the independent functioning of both the
Investigative Judges and the Prosecution, there is no such correlative provision regarding the
judges serving in either the Trial or Appeals Chambers. This gap led Human Rights Watch to
recommend that the judges be required in writing to act independently and receive no
instructions from any external source.18 The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
18
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requires a “fair and public hearing by a competent, independent, and impartial tribunal
established by law,” and the provision of fair trials in the IST will be an important aspect of its
legitimacy.19 The jurists who gathered in Baghdad in December 2003 expressed a great deal of
outrage at the manner in which the Hussein regime imposed its will on the Iraqi people through
the use of Special or “Revolutionary” courts conducted by untrained minions.20 The very fact
that the Iraqis demanded the inclusion of Article 14(a) warrants the conclusion that they will be
keenly sensitive to any attempts to exert political control over the conduct of trials and fiercely
resistant to external attempts to manipulate the IST.
Procedural Rights for the Accused21
The Coalition Provisional Authority Order that delegated authority to the Iraqi leaders to
promulgate the Statute required that the IST meet “international standards of justice.”22 Under
the terms of the Statute, the Trial Chambers must “ensure that a trial is fair and expeditious and
that proceedings are conducted in accordance with this Statute and the rules of procedure and
evidence, with full respect for the rights of the accused and due regard for the protection of
victims and witnesses.”23 To illustrate the transformation of justice in a free Iraq, the Statute
specifies that “[n]o officer, prosecutor, investigative judge, judge or other personnel of the
Tribunal shall have been a member of the Ba’ath Party.”24
Furthermore, the Statute incorporates a full range of trial rights that, in the aggregate, are
fully compatible with applicable human rights norms. Echoing the fundamental guarantees of
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 20 of the Statute reads as
follows:
a) All persons shall be equal before the Tribunal.
b) Everyone shall be presumed innocent until proven guilty before the Tribunal in
accordance with the law.
c) In the determination of any charge, the accused shall be entitled to a public
hearing, having regard to the provisions of the Statute and the rules of procedure
made hereunder.
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d) In the determination of any charge against the accused pursuant to the present
Statute, the accused shall be entitled to a fair hearing conducted impartially and to
the following minimum guarantees:
1. to be informed promptly and in detail of the nature, cause and content of
the charge against him;
2. to have adequate time and facilities for the preparation of his defense
and to communicate freely with counsel of his own choosing in
confidence. The accused is entitled to have non-Iraqi legal representation,
so long as the principal lawyer of such accused is Iraqi;
3. to be tried without undue delay;
4. to be tried in his presence, and to defend himself in person or through
legal assistance of his own choosing; to be informed, if he does not have
legal assistance, of this right; and to have legal assistance assigned to him,
in any case where the interests of justice so require, and without payment
by him in any such case if he does not have sufficient means to pay for it;
5. to examine, or have examined, the witnesses against him and to obtain
the attendance and examination of witnesses on his behalf under the same
conditions as witnesses against him. The accused shall also be entitled to
raise defences and to present other evidence admissible under this Statute
and Iraqi law; and
6. not to be compelled to testify against himself or to confess guilt, and to
remain silent, without such silence being a consideration in the
determination of guilt or innocence.
The Promulgation of the Statute Under the Law of Occupation
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1483 affirmed the need for an accountability
mechanism for the crimes and atrocities committed under Saddam’s regime, and specifically
called upon the Coalition Provisional Authority to “promote the welfare of the Iraqi people
through the effective administration of the territory.”25 The law of belligerent occupation
simultaneously imposed a highly developed system of rights and duties on the Coalition
Provisional Authority.26 The baseline principle of occupation law is that the civilian population
should continue to live their lives as normally as possible. As a result of this baseline, the
occupier has a range of duties towards the civilian population, even while maintaining legal
rights to conduct operations and provide for security of military and civilian persons and
property.
Pursuant to the baseline principle of normality, the Hague Regulations prescribed the rule
that the occupying power must respect “unless absolutely prevented, the laws in force in the
country.”27 Nevertheless, the international legal regime is not so inflexible as to elevate the
25
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provisions of domestic law and the structure of domestic institutions above the pursuit of justice.
The promulgation of the IST based on the Chapter VII mandate of Resolution 1483 conformed to
the law of occupation as it has been interpreted and developed.
International law allows a reasonable latitude for an occupying power to modify, suspend
or replace the existing penal structure in the interests of ensuring justice and the restoration of the
rule of law. The duty found in Article 43 of the Hague Regulations to respect local laws unless
“absolutely prevented” (in French “empêchement absolu”) imposes a seemingly categorical
imperative. However, rather than being understood literally, empêchement absolu has been
interpreted as the equivalent of “nécessite.”28 In the post World War II context, this meant that
the Allies could set the feet of the defeated Axis powers “on a more wholesome path”29 rather
than blindly enforcing the institutional and legal constraints that were the main bulwarks of
tyranny.30
Article 64 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions explained the implications of Article 43 in
more concrete and precise terms. In ascertaining the implications of Article 64 with regard to the
occupation in Iraq, it is important to realize its drafters did not extend the “traditional scope of
occupation legislation.”31 In the Geneva Convention, the law developed to amplify the concept
of necessity understood to be embedded in the old Hague Article 43. Article 6432 reads as
follows:
The penal laws of the occupied territory shall remain in force, with the exception
that they may be repealed or suspended by the Occupying Power in cases where
they constitute a threat to its security or an obstacle to the application of the
present Convention. Subject to the latter consideration and to the necessity for
ensuring the effective administration of justice, the tribunals of the occupied
territory shall continue to function in respect of all offences covered by the said
laws.
The Occupying Power may, however, subject the population of the occupied
territory to provisions which are essential to enable the Occupying Power to fulfill
28
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its obligations under the present Convention, to maintain the orderly government
of the territory, and to ensure the security of the Occupying Power, of the
members and property of the occupying forces or administration, and likewise of
the establishments and lines of communication used by them.
The summation of these interlinked provisions is that the concept of necessity under
Article 64 was broad enough to permit the CPA to delegate the authority for promulgation of the
IST to the Governing Council. At its core, Article 64 protects the rights of citizens in the
occupied territory to a fair and effective system of justice. As a first step, and pursuant to the
obligation to ensure the “effective administration of justice,” the CPA issued an order suspending
the imposition of capital punishment in the criminal courts of Iraq and prohibiting torture as well
as cruel, inhumane, and degrading treatment in occupied Iraq.33 The subsequent promulgation
of CPA Policy Memorandum # 3 on June 18, 2003 was also based on the treaty obligation to
eliminate obstacles to the application of the Geneva Conventions because it amended key
provisions of the Iraqi Criminal Code in order to protect the rights of the civilians in Iraq as
required in the Geneva Conventions. 34 Though Policy Memorandum # 3 effectively aligned
Iraqi domestic procedure and law with the requirements of international law, it was at best a
stopgap measure that was neither designed nor intended to bear the full weight of prosecuting the
range of crimes committed by the regime. Indeed, Section 1 of the original June 18, 2003 Policy
Memorandum #3 expressly focused on the “need to transition” to an effective administration of
domestic justice weaned from a “dependency on military support.”35
The Second paragraph of Article 64 is the key to understanding the promulgation of the
IST. Juxtaposed against the text of Article 64, Article 47 of the IVth Convention implicitly
concedes power to the occupying force to “change the institutions or government” of the
occupied territory, so long as those changes do not deprive the population of the benefits of the
IVth Convention. The Commentary to the IVth Geneva Convention makes clear that the
occupying power may modify domestic institutions (which would include the judicial system and
the laws applicable thereto) when the existing institutions or government of the occupied
territory operate to deprive human beings of “the rights and safeguards provided for them” under
the IVth Geneva Convention.36 Arguably, direct CPA promulgation of the Statute and the
accompanying reforms to the existing Iraqi court system could have been justified based on any
of the three permissible purposes (i.e. fulfilling its treaty obligation to protect civilians,
33
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maintaining orderly government over a restless population demanding accountability for the
crimes suffered under Saddam, or enhancing the security of coalition forces).
In other words, the CPA would not have been barred by Article 47 and could have found
affirmative authority in Article 64 to impose a structure on the Iraqis for the prosecution of the
gravest crimes of the Ba’athist regime. Given the state of occupation law, the delegation of
authority to the Governing Council to establish the IST meant that it was grounded in the soil of
sovereignty rather than simply being viewed as a vehicle for foreign domination. The delegation
of authority to the Governing Council to develop and implement the IST in turn increases the
legitimacy and long range utility of the IST as a vehicle for restoring respect for the rule of law
inside the citizenry of Iraq. In light of the demands of the local population for a system of fair
justice, the imposition of individual criminal responsibility on regime elites is far more beneficial
to the ultimate restoration of respect for the rule of law when its genesis and execution are the
responsibility of Iraqi officials whose interests are directly linked to the long term welfare of the
Iraqi people.
The Validity of the IST as a Domestic Mechanism
The IST was created by the Iraqi authorities with the support of international experts in a
context that does not warrant the creation of an internationalized accountability mechanism. The
best justice is that closest to the people, both from the standpoint of efficiency and utility. Why?
Because crimes are being handled in a timely fashion in the country where people see justice
being done. That's where the physical evidence is located and where the victims live. That's
where justice can be achieved in the most expeditious manner which also does the most to
restore long term societal stability.
United States policy is rightly focused on encouraging states to exercise their sovereign
rights to pursue accountability for war crimes and other egregious violations of international and
domestic law rather than simply abdicating to an internationalized process. There has never been
an internationalized process created simply based on the nature of the underlying offenses as
international norms. The United States Ambassador-at-Large for War Crimes has explained this
as follows:37
the international practice should be to support sovereign states seeking justice
domestically when it is feasible and would be credible . . . . International tribunals
are not and should not be the courts of first redress, but of last resort. When
domestic justice is not possible for egregious war crimes due to a failed state or a
dysfunctional judicial system, the international community may through the
Security Council or by consent step in on an ad hoc basis as in Rwanda and
Yugoslavia.
Even in the context of the Nuremberg Tribunal, it is important to note that the Moscow
Declaration specifically favored punishment through the national courts in the countries where
37
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the crimes were committed.38 The military commissions established in the Far East similarly
incorporated the principle that the international forum did not supplant domestic mechanisms.39
The current ad hoc tribunals were both created in contexts where justice would not be
achieved or even pursued in domestic forums. The International Criminal Tribunal for the
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was created to fill the domestic enforcement void caused by the
dictatorial control that the Milosevic regime exercised over the Yugoslav judicial system.40
Similarly, in the context of the genocide and societal chaos in Rwanda, the Security Council
created the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) where there would have
otherwise been a prosecutorial void due to the total disarray of the domestic judicial system.41
Based on the clear textual tenet of complementarity,42 even the most ardent advocates of the
International Criminal Court (ICC)43 concede that the very best world is one in which the ICC
focuses on a smaller number of more severe or difficult prosecutions while states remain
responsible for prosecuting the vast majority of offenses.44
38
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The circumstances in Iraq do not warrant creation of an internationalized accountability
mechanism because the Iraqi judiciary and people stand ready to take on the challenge of what
will almost certainly be a range of incredibly complex trials. Without doubt, the IST will handle
cases brought against generally unsympathetic individuals that require time-consuming
applications of sophisticated international norms. Having said that, the Statute itself erects a
delicate balance between budding Iraqi sovereignty and the proper implementation of
international norms. There are a range of issues which manifest the intent of the Iraqis to enforce
international law without completely surrendering control or authority over the IST to the
international community.
The Bar Affiliation of Counsel
When interpreting the provisions of international law found in Articles 11-13, the Statute
permits the Trial and Appellate Chambers to “resort to the relevant decisions of international
courts or tribunals as persuasive authority for their decisions.”45 Instead of simply permitting
international expertise to dominate the IST, the Statute requires that an accused “is entitled to
have non-Iraqi legal representation, so long as the principal lawyer of such suspect is Iraqi.”46
Furthermore, subject to one narrow exception (see below), the judges, investigative judges,
prosecutors, and the Director of the Administrative Department shall be Iraqi nationals.47 These
provisions indicate a willingness to incorporate international expertise and current jurisprudence
into a process that has the earmarks of Iraqi justice, which in turn will make it acceptable and
legitimate to the civilian population as a whole.
The Issue of International Advisors
Even as they sought to retain the Iraqi nature of the IST, the Governing Council
recognized that legitimacy in the eyes of the world would also contribute to the long term
rehabilitation of Iraq into the community of nations. To that end, the Statute requires the
appointment of non-Iraqi experts to work in an advisory capacity to facilitate the work of the
Trial and Appellate Chambers, the Investigative Judges and the Prosecutions Department.
International experts appointed within the specified offices of the IST are to be persons of “high
moral character, impartiality, and integrity.”48 The provision requiring the appointment of
international experts to advise the Investigative Judges reveals the underlying intent of the
Governing Council and the important role projected for such advisors:49
The Chief Tribunal Investigative Judge shall be required to appoint non-Iraqi
nationals to act in advisory capacities or as observers to the Tribunal Investigative
Judges. The role of the non-Iraqi nationals and observers shall be to provide
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assistance to the Tribunal Investigative Judges with respect to the investigations
and prosecution of cases covered by this Statute (whether in an international
context or otherwise), and to monitor the protection by the Tribunal Investigative
Judges of general due process of law standards. In appointing such advisors, the
Chief Tribunal Investigative Judge shall be entitled to request assistance from the
international community, including the United Nations.
The provisions addressing the appointment of non-Iraqi judges are similar, but preserve
an important degree of Iraqi autonomy. Instead of a mandatory requirement to appoint
international judges, the Statute simply provides that “[t]he Governing Council or the Successor
Government, if it deems necessary, can appoint non-Iraqi judges who have experience in the
crimes encompassed in this statute, and who shall be persons of high moral character,
impartiality and integrity.”50 The combination of these provisions indicates that the
distinguished judges and lawyers who helped create the Special Tribunal strove to build a
structure influenced by and properly informed by international standards and jurisprudence
without being dominated and manipulated by such external forces. This is surely an appropriate
balance for those seeking to restore respect for the rule of law inside Iraqi society and the
judiciary that serves that society.
The Issue of Punishments
One of the most important efforts to balance the enforcement of international norms with
the preservation of Iraqi sovereign concerns is also one of the most visible and controversial.
Article 24(a) of the Statute provides that the possible penalties for the IST are those “prescribed
by Iraqi law (especially Law Number 111 of 1969 of the Iraqi Criminal Code), save that for the
purposes of this Tribunal, sentences of life imprisonment shall mean the remaining natural life of
the person.” This provision conceivably permits the imposition of the death penalty for the gross
violations of international law outlined in the Statute (genocide, crimes against humanity, and
war crimes). Even in this sensitive area, the drafters took a bow to the importance of
international norms by specifying that the penalty for crimes described in Articles 11-13 “which
do not have a counterpart under Iraqi law shall be determined by the Trial Chambers taking into
account such factors as the gravity of the crime, the individual circumstances of the convicted
person and relevant international precedents.”51 These provisions raise the specter in some
minds that the core goal of the IST is for vengeance to be achieved through the veneer of a
judicial process.
However, the possibility that the Iraqi authorities could impose the death penalty for the
gross violations of international law during the Ba’athist regime cannot be divorced from the
rather extensive due process guarantees embedded in the Statute. Indeed, no fair reading of the
Statute could lead to the conclusion that the drafters of the IST had no interest in seeking justice
via a legitimate and truth-based institution. In addition, human rights law specifically envisions
that the decision whether to abolish or enforce the death penalty in domestic penal systems is
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reserved to national processes.52 The fact that none of the internationalized accountability
mechanisms in the world today have the power to impose the death penalty should not be
dispositive for the Iraqis as they address the problems of their recent past. The paradoxical result
of a binding rule of international law that forbade the imposition of the death penalty for gross
violations of international law would be to make the enforcement of those norms less likely.
Conclusion
When faced with the challenge of implementing humanitarian law, the only guarantee is
that the task is difficult and the progress slow. The creator of the Hague Peace Conference, Czar
Nicholas, cautioned that “[o]ne must wait longer when planting an oak than when planting a
flower.”53 The IST has the potential to become a strong force for rebuilding the rule of law
inside Iraq. Those Iraqis and non-Iraqi advisors who dedicate themselves to helping the IST
achieve this lofty goal deserve the support, both legal and financial, of those individuals and
nations that share that objective.
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