
Unlocking the Complexities of Attribution in
International Law and Arbitration: A
Comprehensive Guide
Attribution plays a pivotal role in both international law and arbitration. It
serves as the cornerstone for determining responsibility and liability in
various contexts, including state conduct, actions of international
organizations, and non-state actors. This article delves deeply into the
concept of attribution, exploring its intricate principles and nuances to
provide a comprehensive understanding for legal practitioners, scholars,
and policymakers.
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Defining Attribution in International Law

Attribution in international law refers to the process of establishing a legal
connection or link between an act or omission and a specific entity, usually
a state or international organization. This connection is essential for
determining legal responsibility and liability under international law.
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Key Concepts

Conduct: The act or omission in question.

Imputability: The legal connection between the conduct and the
entity.

Principles of Attribution in International Law

International law has developed a set of principles to determine whether
conduct can be attributed to an entity:

1. Direct Attribution

Direct attribution occurs when an entity, through its own organs or agents,
engages in conduct. This is the most straightforward form of attribution.

2. Indirect Attribution

Indirect attribution can occur in two ways:

Control: If an entity has effective control over another entity, the
conduct of the controlled entity may be attributed to the controlling
entity.

Apparant Authority: If an entity holds out another entity as its agent,
the acts of the apparent agent may be attributed to the principal.

3. Organ Theory

Under the organ theory, the acts of an entity's organs or agents are
automatically attributed to the entity itself, regardless of whether the entity
explicitly authorized or controlled the acts.

4. State Responsibility



Attribution is particularly important in determining state responsibility under
international law. Conduct of state organs, officials, and agents is generally
attributed to the state itself.

Attribution in International Arbitration

In international arbitration, attribution plays a crucial role in determining the
liability of parties to a dispute. Arbitral tribunals rely on the principles of
attribution to determine which party is responsible for alleged breaches of
international law or contractual obligations.

Key Considerations

Treaty Interpretation: Arbitral tribunals must often interpret treaties to
determine the scope of attribution.

Customary International Law: The principles of attribution under
customary international law also guide arbitral tribunals.

Complexities and Challenges

Attribution can be particularly complex in certain contexts:

1. International Organizations

The attribution of conduct to international organizations raises unique
challenges due to their complex structures and multiple members.

2. Non-State Actors

The attribution of responsibility to non-state actors, such as armed groups
or corporations, presents additional difficulties.

3. Joint Conduct



Determining attribution when multiple entities are involved in the same
conduct can be intricate.

Real-Life Examples

In the Nicaragua v. United States case, the International Court of
Justice held the United States responsible for supporting the Contras
in Nicaragua, even though the Contras were not formally agents of the
U.S. government.

In the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY),
the tribunal found that the Bosnian Serb army was an organ of the
Bosnian Serb government and therefore held the government
responsible for war crimes committed by the army.

Attribution is a fundamental concept that permeates international law and
arbitration. It serves as the basis for establishing legal responsibility and
liability. Understanding the principles and complexities of attribution is
essential for practitioners, scholars, and policymakers to navigate this
intricate area of law. By providing a comprehensive guide to attribution, this
article empowers readers with the knowledge and insights necessary to
effectively address this crucial aspect of international law.
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