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I. Introduction
Deterring crime and strengthening compliance with the rules of international
humanitarian law (IHL) have been principal expectations for contemporary international
criminal justice. In establishing tribunals to prosecute serious violations of IHL, States have
expressed their conviction that prosecution of past crimes will contribute to deterring and
preventing their future commission.2 Many supporters of international criminal justice share
that view.3 Of course, promoting compliance with IHL is not the only goal of international
criminal tribunals, and prosecutions are not the only means to promote compliance. Yet the
belief that criminal prosecutions deter future violations and increase compliance with IHL is
widespread and enduring.
The focus on deterrence through prosecutions is commensurate with other changes in
international law. Reprisals, a traditional method to promote and enforce compliance with the
law of armed conflict, undermines the universality of IHL prohibitions by excusing violations
in specific circumstances.4 As a form of “self-help”, reprisals also appear to be inconsistent
with efforts to establish an international legal order in which rules are enforced impartially
and uniformly through legal process. Prosecutions, on the other hand, vividly epitomize an
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international rule of law whereby every individual is subject to rules enforced by the
international community.
Effectiveness is equally a critical issue. It has been argued that reprisals are not only
incompatible with IHL, but ineffective in promoting compliance.5 As with other forms of
deterrence, reliance on reprisals will be futile if a combatant does not have the credibility and
capability to conduct reprisal attacks. Paradoxically, reprisals may also lead, not to a state of
equilibrium, but to further escalation and violations as each reprisal attack gives cause for
retaliation.
The question is now whether criminal prosecutions are effective in promoting
compliance with IHL. Today, there are more accountability initiatives for crimes committed
during armed conflicts than ever before.6 This is a positive development. At the same time,
however, more people today are internally displaced by armed conflict and violence than ever
before,7 and civilian casualties – direct and indirect – of armed conflict remain unacceptably
high.
It would be false to conclude that criminal prosecutions are not increasing compliance
with IHL based on simplistic before and after comparisons, particularly when so many other
factors are influencing the nature and harms of armed conflicts today. But that should not
5
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justify complacency. International criminal justice continues to face a number of significant
challenges that directly and indirectly undermine its deterrent effect.

II. Overview of International Criminal Justice
International justice is still a rather recent development. Immediately after World
War II, war crimes trials were held in Nuremberg, Tokyo, France, Poland and many other
countries. Thousands of individuals were held accountable for horrific crimes committed
against civilians and prisoners of war. Following this breakthrough, however, international
justice retreated to the margins again. In the second-half of the 20th century, there was a
marked absence of accountability measures for serious violations of international
humanitarian law.
This situation changed again in the 1990s, and today, we now find ourselves in a
world where international justice has been established as an integral part of our framework
for responding to mass atrocities and conflict crimes. The International Criminal Tribunal for
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was created by the UN Security Council almost 22 years ago
to prosecute war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide committed during the wars in
the former Yugoslavia.8 Not long after, at the end of 1994, the UN Security Council
established the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) to prosecute genocide and
other crimes committed in Rwanda.9 These first ad hoc tribunals were then followed by UNsupported “hybrid” tribunals in Sierra Leone, Cambodia and Lebanon.10 The crowning
achievement of this rapid evolution in the landscape of international justice was the creation
of the International Criminal Court (ICC), established by the 1998 Rome Statute as a multilateral treaty-based body.11 Unlike its temporary predecessors, the ICC is a permanent forum
for the prosecution of war crimes, crimes against humanity, genocide and the crime of
aggression.
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There have been significant achievements over the last years. Two decades ago,
holding anyone accountable for wartime atrocities, let alone high-level political and military
figures, was hard to imagine. Yet in September 2013, the Appeals Chamber of the Special
Court for Sierra Leone (SCSL) affirmed the conviction of Charles Taylor, the former
President of Liberia, for aiding and abetting and planning widespread atrocities committed
during the Sierra Leonean Civil War and sentenced him to 50 years of imprisonment.12 This
judgment removed any doubt that a head of state could be convicted for international crimes.
The ICTR indicted 93 individuals and successfully prosecuted numerous accused,
including senior political and military officials, for genocide and other crimes committed
during the Rwandan genocide.13 The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia is
prosecuting leaders of the Khmer Rouge for crimes committed in Cambodia, with one case
now completed and the second on appeal following convictions at trial.14 Most recently, in
January 2014 the Special Tribunal for Lebanon began its first trial in absentia of those
suspected of assassinating former Prime Minister of Lebanon Rafik Hariri in Beirut in 2005.15
The ICC is now fully operational, with investigations, trials and appeals all underway.
In 2012 it captured the headlines with its first judgement in the Lubanga case.16 Thomas
Lubanga Dyilo, founder of the Union of Congolese Patriots, was convicted for recruiting and
using child soldiers during the Ituri conflict in the northeast of the Democratic Republic of
Congo. That judgement was confirmed on appeal in December 2014.17 In March 2014, the
ICC issued its third trial judgment, convicting Congolese militia leader Germain Katanga for
crimes against humanity and war crimes, also committed during the Ituri conflict.18 The ICC
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has nine open investigations into crimes committed in eight countries, the most recent being
Central African Republic II at that state’s request.19
At the ICTY Office of the Prosecutor (OTP), we are in the final stages of our
mandate, with our last four trials well under way20 and our final four appeal proceedings
ongoing.21 Since its creation, the OTP has indicted 161 persons, including heads of state,
prime ministers, army chiefs of staff, interior ministers and many other high- and mid-level
leaders from the various parties to the armed conflicts in the former Yugoslavia.22 Today,
none of our indictees remains a fugitive from justice, an achievement that unfortunately no
other international tribunal has yet reached.23
We are currently prosecuting two of the most important cases in the Tribunal’s
history, against Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić. Both are accused of ethnic cleansing
throughout Bosnia and Herzegovina and of crimes committed during the four year siege of
Sarajevo. Both are also accused of the Srebrenica genocide. They were the two men most
prominently associated with the actions of Bosnian Serb forces during the war. They were
also our most wanted fugitives.

III. Accountability and Compliance
As exemplified by the Karadžić and Mladić cases, experience over the last two
decades at the ICTY and other international criminal tribunals has demonstrated that, ideally,
prosecutions should focus on the highest-level perpetrators – the common reference today is
to those “most responsible” for the crimes.24 Leadership prosecutions address the root causes
19
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and enablers of extreme criminality, and are likely to have the greatest deterrent effect and
impact for the prevention of future crimes.
The International Committee of the Red Cross reached the same conclusion from its
own empirical research. In a study called The Roots of Behaviour in War, based on a survey
of some 15,000 civilians and combatants in 15 war zones, the ICRC concluded that the single
most important step to promote compliance with IHL is to influence the people who are in
charge, “the people who have an ascendancy over” combatants.25 In conflict, where violence
against those defined as the enemy is authorized, the behaviour of combatants is influenced
more by group conformity and obedience to authority than by knowledge of norms or moral
persuasion. The authors concluded that strategies to influence combatant behaviour and
adherence to IHL thus should “be designed not to persuade free individuals of the need to
adopt types of conduct in conformity with IHL but to convince more or less structured and
hierarchically organized groups to respect these norms.”26
This insight applies across the board to all armed forces, not just those directly
engaged in combat activities, but also peacekeepers and militaries protecting societies in
conflict. In June 2014, at the Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, Lieutenant
General David Morrison, Chief of the Australian Army, underscored that there can be zero
tolerance for crimes of sexual violence, and that all soldiers have a single choice – “to be a
protector or a perpetrator”, because, as he explained, being a bystander means being a
perpetrator.27 He argued that ending sexual violence in conflict requires systematic changes
in military culture and values, changes that can only be made when they are driven by
leaders.
International law provides a powerful mechanism to influence the measures leaders
take to ensure compliance with IHL. For more than 80 years, it has been recognised that
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military commanders can bear individual criminal responsibility for the criminal conduct of
the troops under their command. Landmark cases after the Second World War – such as the
High Command and Hostages cases at Nuremberg,28 and the Yamashita case by United States
military commission29 – first articulated the doctrine that came to be known as “command” or
“superior” responsibility. The duties underlying this doctrine were incorporated in Articles 86
and 87 of the Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions. Under Article 86, superiors
have a duty to take “all feasible measures within their power” to prevent or punish a breach
of the laws of war.30 Under Article 87 of Additional Protocol I, superiors have a duty to
“initiate such steps as are necessary to prevent such violations … and, where appropriate, to
initiate disciplinary or penal action against violators thereof.”31 Building on these
developments, superior responsibility was codified in the Statutes of the ICTY, ICC and other
international tribunals.32
In essence, to find a commander liable as a superior for crimes that were committed,
the Prosecution must prove beyond a reasonable doubt three material elements: first, the
commander must have “effective control” over his or her subordinates; second the
commander must either know of his or her subordinates’ crimes or have reason to know of
them; and third, the commander must fail to prevent the crimes or fail to punish them after
they have occurred.33
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The ICTY OTP has successfully prosecuted a number of commanders for superior
responsibility.34 The Celebici case was the first contemporary prosecution at an international
tribunal of a commander for superior responsibility.35 One of the accused, the commander of
a Bosnian Muslim detention camp, was convicted and held individually responsible for the
crimes committed by his subordinates against detained Bosnian Serbs.36 In the Strugar case,
we successfully prosecuted a General of the Yugoslav Army (JNA) for unlawful attacks on
civilians and civilian objects and destruction of cultural objects based on his superior
responsibility for the crimes of his subordinates.37 Strugar was the commander of JNA forces
in military operations against the Croatian city of Dubrovnik, during which the JNA illegally
shelled the city. We proved that Strugar had effective control over his forces, and yet failed to
stop unlawful attacks of which he had notice or punish his subordinates after the fact. This
case established an important precedent. Strugar had argued that his immediate subordinate,
Admiral Jokić, was given the responsibility to investigate and take disciplinary action.
However, the Trial Chamber accepted our evidence that Strugar knew that Jokić’s
investigation was a sham and concluded that Strugar retained the material ability to punish
his subordinates for the crimes.38
At the ICTY, our cases have also confirmed that superior responsibility is not just a
matter for military commanders but is equally applicable to civilian leaders, provided that the
superior-subordinate relationship is proven.39 This is a major achievement that sends a clear
message that compliance with IHL is the responsibility of all superiors, and is not confined to
regular militaries.
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IV. Challenges for Successful Prosecutions
While there have been many positive results in the development of the doctrine of
superior responsibility, our experiences at the ICTY have also shown that we still face many
challenges in successfully prosecuting superiors for the crimes of their subordinates.
A. Investigations and Evidence
It is a common misconception to treat a superior responsibility charge as an easy
option or fall-back position when evidence cannot be obtained of a commander’s more direct
involvement in the commission of crimes by his subordinates. However, as the ICTY’s
jurisprudence developed, it became increasingly clear that it can be difficult to prove that the
accused possessed effective control over his subordinates. Similarly, proving negative
conduct, such as a failure to prevent or punish crimes committed by subordinates, may also
require considerable effort on the part of the prosecution.40
International prosecutors are typically tasked with investigating and prosecuting mass
atrocities, involving many victims and perpetrators over the course of many years.
Investigations may often need to take place in the midst of an on-going conflict. It seems
obvious that when atrocities are committed, it is important to get people on the ground
immediately to secure crime scenes and safeguard critical evidence. But identifying,
collecting and preserving evidence in conflict zones is fraught with problems.
At the ICTY we commenced our investigations in June-July 1994, but it was not until
the end of 1995 that the Croatian and Bosnian conflicts ended. During the conflict and for
some years after, we were only able to carry out limited investigations, primarily obtaining
40
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accounts of mass atrocities from refugees and other witnesses. We did not receive the access
we needed to obtain evidence such as mapping crime scenes, exhuming mass graves and
interviewing potential witnesses. Because there were no security services available to
accompany ICTY investigators in the field or to secure crime scenes on our behalf, we
needed cooperation from State and local authorities to obtain access, which was often not
forthcoming.
When the Srebrenica genocide was committed in July 1995, there was no
infrastructure in place to secure the crime scenes. It was twelve months before investigators
were able to access the sites to carry out exhumations and collect other evidence. The
scattered remains of Srebrenica victims are still being recovered from graves today. As we
now know, delayed access enabled the Bosnian Serbs to remove the bodies from primary
graves and relocate them to secondary graves in a bid to cover up the crimes.41 Even though
we finally found and exhumed the mass graves, the reburial operation had disrupted the crime
scenes. This has complicated the evidence and created opportunities for the defence to attack
expert findings. After the conflict, when we were investigating crimes in the Republika
Srpska, one of the two entities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, we were repeatedly denied access
by the authorities and advised by the international community not to enter the area due to
security concerns.
Another key source of evidence at the ICTY has been military records and other
documents from military and civilian archives. We also faced serious difficulties accessing
this evidence. It was not until December 1997 that we were able to do our first search and
seizure mission in Prijedor, one of the municipalities in 1992 where thousands of Bosnian
Muslims were brutally killed or detained in life-threatening conditions. The situation was
even more difficult in Croatia and Serbia. It took ten years to get hold of documentation from
41
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those governments. Both states invoked sovereignty and stated in no uncertain terms that the
ICTY had no right to the documents. Even with the legal authority of the Security Council
through Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter, the ICTY had to negotiate for access, in
many instances with many of the same people who were in power during the conflict,
including perpetrators of crimes or their superiors.42 By the time we finally gained access to
archives, records had been destroyed or hidden. In our investigation of the Srebrenica
genocide, while we eventually gained access to the military archives of units present during
the crimes, many incriminating documents had already been removed and destroyed in an
attempt to hide what had happened and who had been involved.
When investigating mass or organized crimes, so-called insider witnesses, who were
involved in the suspect groups, are important sources of evidence. It should not be surprising
that international prosecutors face difficulty accessing and interviewing such witnesses. In the
early days at the ICTY, interviews were often monitored by local authorities and reports were
sent back to central authorities. These are not ideal circumstances in which truthful evidence
can be elicited. Witness interference has been a significant challenge in international
prosecutions. Witnesses may be bribed, threatened or even killed before they testify.
Interference was so widespread and had such an impact on the Haradinaj case that the
Appeals Chamber ordered a re-trial.43 The Tribunal also suspended trial proceedings in the
Šešelj case in 2009 over fears that witnesses were being intimidated.44 In general, we must be
particularly conscious of the difficulties surrounding witness protection in conflict zones.
Inadequate financial, human and technical resources mean that witness protection
programmes are never as comprehensive as one would wish. It is also very hard to keep
investigations confidential and discreet when all one’s movements are accompanied by a
security detail. Equally, in attempting to protect witnesses, we have to avoid creating too
many incentives, which may provide a basis for challenging their credibility when they
testify.
B. Case Selection
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Even if evidence is gathered, case selection is another challenge to successful
prosecutions of superiors for the failure to prevent or punish crimes. Difficult choices have to
be made about what and who to prosecute. The sad truth in our experience is that more
crimes are committed than can ever be fully investigated and prosecuted. Given the massive
scope of the cases and typically limited resources, an international tribunal can only cover a
fraction of the atrocities committed.
As noted above, prosecutions should focus on those “most responsible” for the
crimes. To prove the responsibility of senior leaders removed from the crimes requires a great
deal of strong “linkage” evidence. It takes time and experience to gather this evidence and
prove the links in the courtroom. At the ICTY, our leadership cases like Karadžić and Mladić
have greatly benefited from prior prosecutions of low- and mid-level perpetrators. Faced with
prosecution, both “trigger-men” and mid-level officials have pled guilty and agreed to
provide evidence against more senior suspects.45 Equally, by strategically timing our
prosecutions, we have been able to test our evidence and establish important legal precedents
before commencing our most difficult leadership cases. In the end, combining the “bottomup”46 and “top-down”47 approaches has allowed us to look at the entire structure that played a
part in the commission of the crimes, increasing the impact of our prosecutions.
At the same time, the hard truth is that in practice, those considered to be “most
responsible” and targeted for investigation will be senior leaders who plan, order and
45
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encourage the commission of crimes. There will be fewer prosecutions – at the international
level at least – of those who are only charged with failing to prevent or punish crimes
committed by their subordinates. Again, these are difficult choices on how to best use scarce
resources.
In making decisions, prosecutors must take into account the legal framework in which
we operate. Compared with direct perpetrators and leaders participating in a common
criminal purpose, military and civilian commanders convicted for superior responsibility
have typically received lower sentences.48 The perception may be that those who killed or
wanted crimes to be committed are deserving of more severe punishment than superiors who
allowed or failed to punish crimes, which almost always involves more distance from the
crimes. This suggests that deterrence does not play a decisive role in sentencing. In the same
vein, while both Karadžić and Mladić are charged with superior responsibility, they are also
charged with responsibility for the crimes as participants in a joint criminal enterprise (JCE).
Should the judges conclude that we have proved their responsibility beyond reasonable doubt
for both JCE and superior responsibility, it is the practice of the Tribunal to enter convictions
only for the former, with the superior responsibility simply taken into account in
sentencing.49
Case selection also impacts the scope of indictments. Early on at the ICTY, we made
each indictment as comprehensive as possible, so that the largest number of victims would
receive justice. As we learned, however, a comprehensive approach could, paradoxically,
leave victims without any justice at all if the accused died before completion of their trial.50
When Ratko Mladić was finally arrested, given his age and health difficulties, we reduced the
scope of the indictment to the extent possible, while still ensuring that the geographic and
temporal scope of the indictment was representative of the victims and the crimes committed,
and including gender-based crimes in the charges.
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The alternative approach is to focus on smaller cases and conduct more of them. The
ICC OTP initially adopted such a streamlined approach to its indictments.51 For example,
while at the national level Lubanga was charged with a number of crimes allegedly
constituting acts of genocide, the ICC only charged him with conscripting and using child
soldiers. This charging practice also brings its own risks, of course, as it increases the chances
that an accused will be acquitted should the evidence for the smaller number of crimes be
insufficient. The prosecutor would then have to consider recommencing proceedings on
another charge, potentially relying on the same contextual evidence already used. In its most
recent Prosecution Strategy, the ICC OTP has revised its approach, which is now in part
similar to the ICTY OTP’s.52 This is a positive development that should help address some of
the challenges and criticisms the ICC has faced in its first cases, and may help ensure that the
ICC’s prosecutions have a greater impact.
C. Fugitives
The failure to arrest fugitives is the main challenge to credible and effective
international justice. At the ICC, President Al Bashir of Sudan, who is charged with
genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes, has still not been arrested almost six years
after the first arrest warrant was issued.53 He has traveled freely without fear of arrest,
including to the territories of States Parties to the Rome Statute.54 Arrest warrants were issued
51
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in 2005 for five senior commanders of the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda, including its
leader Joseph Kony.55 This group is reported to have forced over 20,000 children to fight as
soldiers in the last 25 years. Recently, Dominic Ongwen, a top LRA commander, surrendered
and will stand trial at the ICC.56 However, Joseph Kony and two more LRA commanders
remain at large, while another accused died without having been brought to trial. The ICTR
still has 9 indictees at large.57 The Special Tribunal for Lebanon has been unable to secure the
arrest of any indictees, and their trial has begun in absentia.58
The ICTY has been cited as an example of successful international justice. We can be
considered a success to the extent that we are the only international tribunal with no fugitives
from justice. However, it took the ICTY 18 years to achieve this.
A decisive factor in securing the arrest of the last ICTY fugitives was the diplomatic
pressure applied to the States of the former Yugoslavia by the international community. This
influence was concerted and clearly linked to both potential sanctions and incentives. The
ICTY was able to mobilize this pressure, taking advantage of the legitimacy conferred by its
role in championing the rule of law in the former Yugoslavia.
Sanctions and incentives were effectively blended by the policies of “conditionality”
imposed on Serbia and Croatia by the European Union and the United States. These were
vital to generating a change of political attitude, and securing the arrests of the fugitives.
First, in 2001 the US Congress placed conditions on aid to Serbia, requiring the US President
to certify that Serbia was cooperating with the ICTY.59 Second, in 2002 the EU made
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membership conditional on full cooperation with the ICTY,60 which created powerful
pressure. At each and every step of the EU accession process, the state’s level of cooperation
with the ICTY was evaluated. And this evaluation was based on ICTY assessments provided
to the EU and to the Security Council. When progress was considered insufficient, the EU did
not shy away from taking tough decisions. They postponed accession talks with Croatia in
March 2005 and with Serbia in 2006, for example.
Without EU and US conditionality, many fugitives - and in particular Karadžić,
Mladić and Hadžić - would still be at large. That said, to ensure the success of the
conditionality policy, political action had to be coupled with investigations on the ground.
We could not direct local authorities in their investigations as to the whereabouts of fugitives,
but we could facilitate results by being present. Our tracking unit, and often the chief of
investigations, were on the ground, asking questions and requiring information about the
progress of the local investigation. What we obtained informed the assessments provided to
the EU member states and the Security Council.61 Based on what we learned, the absence of
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concrete results could be criticized, shortcomings in the search methods for tracking fugitives
identified, and remedies proposed.
Although the particular means by which the ICTY secured state cooperation were
specific to the circumstances of the former Yugoslavia, the approach is transferable to other
international courts and tribunals. The political conditions applicable to situations over which
they have jurisdiction may be complex and challenging; but the ICTY’s experience tells us
that solving these challenges begins by recognizing that they are political problems. Outside
the context of Europe, and in the complex political conditions in situations before the ICC,
political and financial incentives need to be identified. The ICTY’s experience in generating
cooperation offers lessons that can be applied to other international criminal justice
endeavors. The US State Department “War Crimes Rewards for Justice” program is a good
example.62 This program has resulted in payment of rewards for information leading to the
arrest and conviction of fugitives from ICTY, ICTR and SCSL. Active support, such as that
provided by the US to Uganda’s military forces searching for Joseph Kony, might also be a
viable option.
One point is beyond dispute. Certainty of punishment is a key factor for deterrence.63
This is not the situation today, considering the fugitive challenge facing international criminal
justice. It unquestionably limits the impact of prosecutions on compliance with IHL. The
impression is that the international community is not yet fulfilling fundamental
responsibilities. External observers perceive that the international community is powerless or
lacks will to enforce the law. Such obvious impunity may well encourage future perpetrators.
It certainly does not deter them or promote compliance with IHL.

V. Moving Forward: Strengthening Compliance by Strengthening Prosecutions
A. International Prosecutions
The ICC represents the future of international criminal prosecutions. It goes without
saying that universal ratification of the Rome Statute coupled with domestic implementation
must be the final objective.
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Complaints are frequently leveled at the ICC that it improperly focuses on crimes
committed in Africa. However, the ICC does not have universal jurisdiction. It is a treatybased body that has been ratified by 123 States, a list that does not include many Great and
Regional Powers.64 The reality is that the ICC does not apply a double-standard; its cases
reflect the limited jurisdiction that the ICC can exercise and the choices made by the Security
Council in deciding which cases to refer to the ICC. Yet the perception that arises – the
prosecution of some and not others – has a negative impact on the ICC’s credibility and limits
its ability to promote compliance with IHL.
Until we achieve universal ratification, the Security Council’s power to refer country
situations to the Court will remain crucial. The Security Council should apply the same
criteria for referrals, regardless of the country concerned. There is room for improvement in
this regard.
It is also important to be clear about the ICC’s role and act accordingly. The ICC as it
currently stands, with a limited budget, is not capable of addressing all of the problems in the
world today. If it is to fulfill the mandate given to it by States Parties and the Security
Council, and avoid selectivity in its investigations and prosecutions, it needs more flexibility
and a greater financial support, including an enlarged contingency budget. Citizens would
never accept that a national prosecutorial authority is unable to investigate or prosecute
serious crimes such as murder because it does not have enough resources. An informed
decision needs to be made whether the international community will accept such a situation
when confronted with the most horrific atrocities.
B. National Prosecutions
That decision, however, should not focus solely on the ICC, its financing and its
capacities. While the ICC is the permanent international justice institution, it will not be the
solution for every situation. Thirteen years of operation have shown the ICC’s limitations. It
can likely only handle a limited number of cases, and has not yet attempted the scale of
prosecutions that we accomplished at the ICTY and that situations around the world today
64
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may require. Experience has also shown that justice is best served when it is delivered closer
to the people who were affected. Where justice is handled locally by credible national or
regional institutions, the local population may more easily accept judgments and the
accountability process, which can further assist in peacebuilding. The lesson from the past
two decades is that international tribunals, including the ICC, can’t do all the work alone.
What is needed now is more attention to the Rome Statute system and the key
principle of complementarity. It is becoming increasingly clear that the future of international
justice will be at the national level. To reduce the impunity gap and ensure accountability,
international justice is becoming increasingly nationalized.
Globally today, the overwhelming majority of prosecutions for genocide, crimes
against humanity and war crimes are being undertaken by national prosecutors, in countries
like Rwanda, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Croatia. To give a sense of the scale, in
Bosnia and Herzegovina alone it is estimated that some 800 cases against more than 2,500
alleged perpetrators remain to be prosecuted. These cases are not only happening in States
where the crimes were committed. Prosecutions are underway in Belgium, France, Germany
and other national courts as well.
Modern international criminal justice was strongly influenced at the outset by the
perceived failure of national criminal justice to ensure accountability, particularly due to bias
and partiality. At the time and in specific contexts, this may have been a valid assessment.
The unfortunate consequence, however, was that initially insufficient attention was given to
national criminal justice initiatives. International prosecutors were not specifically
encouraged or mandated to cooperate with and support national prosecutions. This lesson has
been learned, and cooperation between national and international authorities has now been
firmly established as a core principle in justice initiatives for international crimes.
This shift from the international to the national has significant policy implications.
What is needed is a re-orientation to greater support to national jurisdictions and more
engagement with the rule of law on a national level. The mixed or hybrid court model for
justice – bringing together international and national actors – has increasing relevance. Many
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creative solutions have already been developed, such as the hybrid War Crimes Chamber in
Bosnia and Herzegovina.65 These should be carefully considered in the future.
Our experiences at the ICTY can also provide helpful guidance on practical ways to
support national prosecutions. The ICTY’s Completion Strategy, adopted by the Security
Council, mandated us to focus our prosecutions on the most senior leaders, with the
expectation that the remaining cases would be prosecuted by national authorities.66 The OTP
recognized the implications of this shift to more national prosecutions and took specific
measures to re-orient our work accordingly, from a natural focus on our own prosecutions, to
a more comprehensive approach aiming to close the impunity gap on every level.67 This was
an area in which the European Union and other States played a critical role by financially
supporting capacity-building projects in the criminal justice sectors of the countries of the
former Yugoslavia as part of the EU enlargement process.
First, we created in-house capacity to share our knowledge and expertise with national
prosecutors. We established a dedicated unit in the OTP called the “Transition Team”. This
Transition Team enables direct communications between our prosecution teams and national
prosecutors investigating related cases, allowing us to assist them to understand the evidence,
the context and the issues for their investigations. It further processes requests for assistance,
and oversees the transfer of our investigative case files to national prosecutors.
65
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We further developed the Transition Team concept by establishing the Liaison
Prosecutor program. Under this program, funded by the European Commission, national
prosecutors from Bosnia, Croatia and Serbia have been effectively seconded to our Transition
Team. They work directly with us in The Hague, acting as additional contact points for their
colleagues at home and accessing our databases and evidence collection on-site. In 2014, the
Liaison Prosecutors handled 180 specific requests and handed over 3,086 documents
comprising 102,314 pages, as well as 100 audio-visual records. We are the only international
tribunal with this kind of horizontal cooperation between international and national
prosecutors.
Second, we granted national prosecutors in the region direct access to our evidence
and analysis. The OTP has over 9 million pages of documents, thousands of artifacts,
hundreds of witness statements, and expert reports in forensic pathology, ballistics,
demography, military analysis and other specialized forensic fields. We also certify materials
from our evidence collection so they can be directly introduced into evidence in national
trials. Similarly, we have provided national prosecutors with access to the analysis and
reports generated by our experts in forensics, ballistics, military structures and operations,
demography and other specialties, as well as access to the experts themselves. This allows
national prosecutors to tender the reports into evidence through the ICTY experts who
prepared them. Our evidence collection is an unparalleled resource that enables national
prosecutors to more easily find and obtain materials that will assist their investigations and
prosecutions. While the ICTY will soon close, the Mechanism for International Criminal
Tribunals (MICT) will preserve our evidence collection and continue to make it available to
investigators and prosecutors in the region and throughout the world.68
Third, we engage in extensive capacity-building. Our staff has participated in
numerous trainings, peer-to-peer meetings and seminars in the region. They share with their
national counterparts the tools, techniques and expertise that have proven to be of assistance
in our investigations and prosecutions. We have also instituted a young professional program
to help build the capacity of national criminal justice systems, which again has been funded
by the European Commission. Young professionals join the OTP as interns and work directly
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with our trial teams, enabling them to develop quality skills in investigations, case
management, oral advocacy and legal analysis.
Finally, we have invested in building national prosecution strategies and a regional
cooperation framework. With our support, national prosecutors have created cooperation
protocols governing operational matters between them. In addition, we supported the
development of a national war crimes prosecution strategy in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in
order to prioritize investigations and prosecutions as well as efficiently distribute cases
among local courts and prosecutors.
This model should be applied to other international criminal justice initiatives to help
reduce the impunity gap. Skills training for investigators and prosecutors is a key component
of this support. National investigators and prosecutors have the local knowledge and
presence; what they need are the specialized tools and techniques we have utilized for
successfully prosecuting complex crimes. Such training has positive side-effects, as the skills
developed can equally apply to other complex crimes like terrorism, corruption and organized
crime.
National authorities should adopt key methodologies that are the rule at the
international level, which international assistance can then support. At the ICTY, we relied
heavily on multi-disciplinary investigative teams that included forensic pathologists, ballistic
experts, demographers, military analysts, cartographers and political analysts. National
prosecutors can learn from our experience and adopt this multi-disciplinary approach,
particularly to understand the crimes in their context. Since such expertise may not always be
available locally, international organizations should consider providing support with needed
forensic specialties, as the International Commission for Missing Persons already does for
forensic pathology, anthropology and DNA profiling.
National prosecutors’ access to evidence is also an important issue. The ICTY
received extensive cooperation from States and international organizations in gathering
evidence, much of which was sensitive and implicated important State interests. National
prosecutors of course need to develop their capacity to cooperate with other States.
Nonetheless, it is unrealistic to expect that alone they will be able to achieve the same highlevel of cooperation and access as the ICTY. What is needed is additional support to bridge
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this gap between national prosecutors and potential information providers in other States and
international organizations.
C. Investigation Commissions
Related to issues facing international and national tribunals, there is one area that
offers immense potential to support prosecutions through relatively easy reforms:
international investigation commissions. If crimes are committed, potential IHL violations
must be subject to immediate evaluation and a determination regarding the appropriate
response: providing technical help to the affected country, setting up hybrid national or
international structures, or referring the situation to the ICC. This requires a small
multidisciplinary team that has expertise and can be deployed at short notice.
This function has been undertaken by a multitude of international investigation
commissions in many parts of the world. Since 1993, the United Nations alone has deployed
more than 30 investigation or fact-finding commissions,69 such as in response to the
December 2007 assassination of Pakistani political leader Benazir Bhutto70 and the violent
2009 crackdown on demonstrators in Guinea.71
Like ad hoc tribunals, these commissions face many challenges. The very existence of
investigation commissions depends upon the political will to create them, endow them with
concrete powers and continue to support them. Investigation commissions often “reinvent the
wheel,” an inefficient use of critical time and resources. Staff have to be recruited, working
methods and reporting structures established, resources assembled and logistical and security
arrangements made. As of yet, there are no standard quality-controlled operating procedures
for collecting and storing evidence or for investigative approaches. Similarly, there are no
established mechanisms for these commissions to share knowledge, with each other,
international and national tribunals, peacekeeping missions or the UN system. In some
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instances more than one body has been established to investigate the same incident. For
example, two distinct commissions were set up to investigate the 2010 Flotilla incident, one
by the Secretary-General’s Office and one by the Human Rights Council.72
This overall lack of coordination has impeded the emergence of a uniform approach
to running international investigations that can support national and international
prosecutions. It is an area where effectiveness and cost-efficiency can be improved together.
A promising option would be to establish a permanent international investigation commission
within the United Nations framework that can provide a rapid response capacity and integrate
investigation commissions into the framework for responding to conflict crimes and mass
atrocities.
It would comprise a small, multi-disciplinary group of professionals – investigators,
analysts, criminal layers and forensic experts – to be deployed at the direction of the relevant
organs of the United Nations. This core group of personnel could be supplemented by experts
who would be engaged depending on the task in question and their particular skill sets. This
approach could build on developments that are already occurring within the field, such as the
Justice Rapid Response Initiative, which aims to train personnel and facilitate the rapid
deployment of experts for international investigations.73 With a permanent institutional
capacity, experts could be rapidly deployed to crime scenes; rather than weeks or months as
is presently the case, investigators could be on the ground within days. Standard operating
procedures and stores of immediately available technical equipment would further facilitate
timely and effective responses to emerging situations.
States and supporters of international justice should seriously consider how to
entrench and make better use of international investigation commissions. These commissions
should not be seen as in competition with existing international justice mechanisms, such as
the ICC, but as partners. Investigation commissions have the potential to greatly assist later
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accountability initiatives, at both the international and national levels, by obtaining
contemporaneous evidence, mapping conflicts and crimes, identifying political and military
structures and building support for criminal prosecutions. That potential is not being fully
realized today, but a permanent UN capacity to support robust international investigation
commissions, if properly mandated and tasked, would be an effective and cost-efficient
mechanism to strengthen prosecutions and compliance with IHL.

VI. Conclusion
International justice alone will never end a conflict, stop ongoing serious violations of
international humanitarian law or prevent their future commission. The ICTY was created in
1993, yet the Srebrenica genocide occurred in July 1995. The conflict only ended with a
negotiated political settlement – the Dayton Agreement – in late 1995. The Kosovo conflict
then took place in 1999, ending again only with a political settlement. Serious violations of
IHL also continued after other accountability initiatives commenced in places like the Great
Lakes region, Sierra Leone and the Central African Republic. To put a halt to crimes in
conflicts, there first have to be political solutions to halt the conflicts themselves. The
absence of a political settlement should not be masked behind decisions to create
accountability mechanisms or refer situations to the ICC.
While prosecutions alone are not enough, they are still essential to any effort to
improve compliance with IHL and deter future violations. International justice faces a
number of challenges. Prosecutors, civil society and policy-makers each have a role to play in
improving the effectiveness of the justice process. But the ultimate challenge today is that
accountability and punishment remain the exception, not the rule. If international
prosecutions still have imperfect impact and violations of IHL continue, the solution is more
justice, not less. Then military and political leaders will know with certainty that they will be
held accountable for crimes committed by their subordinates.
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