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1. Introduction
The debate about the limits of the Security Council enforcement powers dates back to the
Dumbarton Oaks proposals and the travaux préparatoires of the UN Charter. The Security
Council was meant to be a political organ with broad police-like functions, endowed with the
primary responsibility to maintain international peace and security, which is the main purpose of
the United Nations. The UN itself was likewise structured from the outset to be ‘a universal
instrument of geopolitics’.1 The post-Cold War revival of the debate was not only due to the
impressive quantitative2 and qualitative3 reactivation of the Security Council, but it was also seen
as an essential component of the increasing endeavors to foster the rule of law in international
relations. Although the question of legal limits on the Council’s powers is more properly
discussed in conjunction with the question of judicial review, these are two separate issues.4
Indeed, an ultra vires act of the Council can arguably have distinct legal consequences,5
notwithstanding its judicial review.
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The present paper aims to sum up the main points of the debate and then focus on the
Council’s controversial involvement in post-conflict Iraq. Thus, Part One will trace the legal
basis for such restraints in the UN purposes and jus cogens norms. As a case-study, Part Two will
then consider whether Security Council resolutions on Iraq 1) had any legalizing effect upon the
US-led war of March 2003; 2) were impermissibly at variance with the international law of
occupation; or 3) impinged upon the right of the Iraqi people to self-determination.
2. An Overview of Legal Restraints on Security Council Enforcement Action
A. The Legal Basis of Such Restraints
The initial question is whether the Security Council is bound by the law or whether it is
omnipotent and legibus solutus. The answer to this question is that the Council is not sovereign;
it is not above the law.6 Despite its predominantly and par excellence political character and
functions, it is still an organ of an international organization, deriving its very broad powers from
a treaty concluded by States. It is very unlikely that an organization based on the principle of
sovereign equality of its Member States would confer unlimited powers to any of its organs.7
This has been reaffirmed in the early jurisprudence of the ICJ8 and more recently by the ICTY
Appeals Chamber in the Tadic case.9
It is also maintained that article 25 of the UN Charter serves as a specific legal basis for
the Council’s obligation to respect the Charter. Under such interpretation of article 25, States
should accept and carry out only those decisions of the Council which are intra vires and
consistent with the Charter.10 In the Namibia Advisory Opinion, the ICJ found that the relevant
Security Council decisions were adopted in conformity with the purposes and principles of the
Charter and in accordance with Articles 24 and 25; the decisions were ‘consequently binding on
6
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all States Members of the UN, which [we]re thus under obligation to accept and carry them
out’.11
B. The Substantive Limits of Security Council Enforcement Action
Indeed, it is article 24 of the Charter and the very purposes and principles of the UN to which it is
referring, that can serve as workable limits on the SC powers.12 Even if the UN purposes are
ambiguous, conflicting and indeterminate,13 the Council has to act in accordance with (all of)
them and, thus, strike in all cases the concrete and proper balance between the primary goal of
maintaining peace and security and the other UN purposes.14 This implies respect for core
provisions of human rights15 and humanitarian law,16 as well as the right to self-determination17
and territorial integrity of States;18 indeed, any violation of these would in all probability amount
to a violation of a jus cogens norm.19
C. The Power of the Security Council to Override (Non-Peremptory) Norms of International
Law under its Chapter VII Powers
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International law as such is not the primary consideration when the UN is faced with issues of
peace and security and adopts enforcement measures under its Chapter VII powers. In fact,
international law is mentioned in Article 1 para. 1 of the Charter among the UN purposes, but
only with respect to the peaceful settlement of disputes.20 Indeed, fundamental rules of
international law, such as the prohibition of the use of force, respect for State sovereignty or nonintervention do not apply in case of Chapter VII action. Yet, by virtue of Article 103 of the
Charter binding Security Council decisions prevail only over treaty law, but not over customary
law.21 Nevertheless, the Council is empowered to derogate temporarily from rules of both treaty
and customary law, as long as it is acting under Chapter VII to maintain and restore international
peace and security; this authority is inherent in the very nature of enforcement action and implicit
in Chapter VII itself.22 Under no circumstances, however, may the Council act in a way which
would defeat the other purposes and principles of the UN, or override any other rules of jus
cogens.23
3. Some Questions of Legality Arising from the Security Council Involvement in Postconflict Iraq
A. Ex post facto Attribution of Legality to the Intervention?
Before considering the Security Council involvement in post-conflict Iraq it is useful to comment
on the consequences of Resolution 1483 on the (il)legality of the initial military action. In the
preamble of the resolution the Council recognized ‘the specific authorities, responsibilities, and
obligations under applicable international law of [the USA and the UK] as occupying powers
under unified command.’24
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Most commentators are in agreement that the resolution had no impact whatsoever upon
the lawfulness of the use of force.25 The law of occupation, being part of jus in bello, applies
regardless of whether the use of force that resulted in the occupation was legal. In addition,
several Council members made clear that their votes in favour of Resolution 1483 should not be
interpreted as acceptance of the legality of the use of force. However, the last in a series of (not
surprising) Council failures to condemn or otherwise disapprove occasional use of force allegedly
carried out to ‘enforce the collective will’ might be seen as adding to the validity of arguments
that such unauthorized interventions ‘are exempted from legal disapproval and sanctions, because
their outcome meets an internationally recognized and collectively defined community interest,
and/or because the new status quo produced by the use of military force requires further common
action’.26
B. The Council’s Endorsement of the (Wide-Ranging Goals of the) Occupation
Having recognized the USA and the UK as the occupying powers, the Council then went on in
the same resolution to ‘[c]all upon the Authority, consistent with the Charter of the United
Nations and other relevant international law, to promote the welfare of the Iraqi people through
the effective administration of the territory, including in particular working towards the
restoration of conditions of security and stability and the creation of conditions in which the Iraqi
people can freely determine their own political future’ and also ‘[c]all[ed] upon all concerned to
comply fully with their obligations under international law including in particular the Geneva
Conventions of 1949 and the Hague Regulations of 1907.’27
However, it is questionable whether this broad ‘mandate’ to the Coalition Provisional
Authority (CPA/Authority) fell squarely within existing occupation law.28 Indeed, the drafting
history of the resolution indicates that, upon insistence of the US and UK negotiators, the Council
did not (intend to) limit CPA to the rights and obligations of the 1907 Hague Regulations and the
1949 Geneva Conventions.29 Not surprisingly, there existed a remarkable discrepancy between
25
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the static rationales and assumptions underlying the law of occupation and the CPA goals and
practice, aspiring to societal and economic transformation.30 This is all the more so if one adopts
a strict interpretation of the relevant provisions of the law of occupation,31 as opposed to an
evolutionary one. In the latter case, an occupying power may plausibly acquire more extensive
legislative powers.32 Such an interpretation appears more favorable nowadays, being in line with
modern developments, in particular in the area of human rights, democratic government, or
economic development that did not exist or had a totally different meaning a century or even half
a century ago.33
Be that as it may, the crucial point for present purposes is the legal effect of the Council’s
endorsement of any CPA activities beyond the applicable law of occupation. While falling short
of a stricto sensu Chapter VII authorization,34 the relevant SC resolutions were not devoid of
legal implications. They effectively sanctioned and legitimized under Chapter VII the (wideranging goals of the) occupation and had both a facultative and validating effect.35 Indeed, all
potentially controversial acts of the Authority, which might be at variance with the law of
occupation, were either prospectively sanctioned in Resolution 1483 or retrospectively endorsed
in subsequent resolutions of the Council. Admittedly, such a ‘legalizing’ effect would better be
‘served’ through an unequivocal authorization to either the Authority or, preferably, a UN
Mission to carry out the reconstruction of Iraq.36 In any event, it would still be within the
Council’s Chapter VII powers to endorse such activities (allegedly undertaken for the benefit of
30
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the Iraqi people), even beyond existing occupation law, insofar as the Council did not impinge
upon a rule of jus cogens, such as the right to self-determination.37
C. The Council’s Involvement and the Right of the Iraqi People to Self-determination
Self-determination constitutes a limit to SC Chapter VII action38 and implies that the Council
does not have the power to impose or introduce under Chapter VII any particular form of
government, rule or administration upon the entire or part of the population of any State against
its people’s will.39
All post-conflict Council resolutions on Iraq underscore that the sovereignty of Iraq
resides in the State of Iraq, reaffirm the right of the Iraqi people freely to determine their own
political future and control their own natural resources, and have emphasized the provisional
character of the Authority which would cease when an internationally recognized, representative
government established by the people of Iraq was sworn in and assumed the responsibilities of
the Authority. This process was gradual and controversial and culminated in June 28, 2004 with
the dissolution of CPA, the transfer of power to an (unelected but apparently representative) Iraqi
interim Government, with the task to prepare direct democratic elections no later than 31 January
2005. The ensuing Transitional National Assembly will then, inter alia, ‘have responsibility for
forming a Transitional Government of Iraq and drafting a permanent constitution for Iraq leading
to a constitutionally elected government by 31 December 2005’.40 In the meantime, the earlier
authorized multinational force41 under the command of the (officially) former occupying forces,
shall continue to have the authority to take all necessary measures to contribute to the
maintenance of security and stability in an increasingly insecure and unstable Iraq, subject to the
continuous consent of the current and future Iraqi Governments. The role of the UN in this
process was reportedly marginal.42
However fictive this situation appears to be,43 any involvement of the Council in the
reconstruction of Iraq by the occupying powers, with the stated intent to benefit the Iraqi people,
as described above, would not be legally questionable unless it impinged upon the right of the
Iraqi people to self-determination. However, self-determination and occupation are antithetical
notions.44 For this reason, the Council’s welcome reaffirmation of the right to self-determination,
the emphasis on the temporary nature of the occupation and its insistence on democratic elections
were no more crucial than the Council’s endorsement of the reconstruction of Iraqi society and
37
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economy by the occupying powers – to some extent at least – beyond applicable international
law. Although such a derogation from existing law is not reproachable per se within the ambit of
Chapter VII, from the angle of self-determination such transformation will necessarily have to
stand the test of the Iraqi people; they will have to be the ultimate judge and ‘validate’ ex post
facto anything the Authority was not required to do,45 but eventually did (and the Council
endorsed) in their name. Despite numerous shortcomings and obstacles to the genuine expression
of the people’s will in post-conflict societies,46 democratic elections is the most appropriate
available means to that end.
4. In Lieu of Conclusion: A State of Affairs of ‘Provisional’ Legality?
Thus, pending the exercise of self-determination by the Iraqi people in the above sense, the
legality of the current and previous state of affairs in post-conflict Iraq remains unsettled.47 The
Council’s involvement could not have a definite, but only a prima facie, validating effect upon
any aspects of the CPA management of the Iraqi society that might have been beyond applicable
occupation law. It is only fair, as well as consistent with all interpretations of occupation law, the
stated goals of the CPA, the powers of the Council, as well as its actual involvement in postconflict Iraq, that the ‘liberated’ Iraqi people is left free to determine its own future (and
repudiate the past, including the recent one) and that their will is respected. In the words of an
early commentator, which may have acquired a different meaning nowadays, but are still valid,
‘in so far as the occupant acts within the scope of the authority permitted to him by international
law, it is customary for the legitimate government, if and when it reacquires possession of the
territory, to recognize his measures and give effect to rights acquired thereunder’.48
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