A submission to the Iraq Inquiry from Kent Law School concerning Article
2(4) of the UN Charter and its implications for the interpretation of UN
Security Council resolutions
1. The jus cogens nature of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter 1 (i.e. its status as
a peremptory norm of general international law) 2 has important
implications for the interpretation of UN Security Council resolutions. In
the legal advice which he gave to the Prime Minister on 7 March 2003, 3
the Attorney General explored possible legal bases for the use of force
against Iraq without considering the fundamental legal status of Article
2(4). In our view, this was a serious omission which led to a flawed
understanding of the legal position and compromised the advice given.
2. It is well established in international law that an exception to a rule must
be interpreted narrowly. 4 A fortiori if the rule is not an ordinary rule of
international law but jus cogens. 5 By their very nature, ‘peremptory
norms of general international law generate strong interpretative
principles’. 6 Accordingly, when interpreting a Security Council resolution
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there is a very strong presumption against construing it as authorising
military action. That presumption can be rebutted, but only by the use of
specific, unambiguous wording that makes it clear beyond any doubt that
military action is authorised.
3. The content and character of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, coupled with
the requirement in Article 2(3) to settle international disputes peacefully,
means that Security Council resolutions which are said to authorise
military action by States must not be regarded as doing so unless it is
clear beyond doubt that they do.
4. This is reinforced by the fact that Article 24(2) of the UN Charter
provides that, in discharging the duties outlined in Article 24(1), ‘the
Security Council shall act in accordance with the Purposes and Principles
of the United Nations’.
5. The Purposes of the United Nations include respect for human rights, and
for the dignity and worth of the human person. 7 Respect for the right to
life is paramount; for example, it is not subject to derogation in time of
national emergency. 8 As the International Court of Justice has declared,
‘In principle, the right not arbitrarily to be deprived of one's life applies
also in hostilities’. 9
6. The Principles of the United Nations include the duty to settle disputes
peacefully and the prohibition of the threat or use of force in international
relations.10
7. The Purposes and Principles of the United Nations thus constitute ‘a
circumscribing boundary of norms or principles within which the
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Security Council’s responsibilities are to be discharged... The duty is
imperative and the limits are categorically stated’. 11
8. The Purposes and Principles of the United Nations must also, therefore,
constrain the interpretation of Security Council resolutions. In the face of
those Purposes and Principles, and given that military action tends to
cause death and destruction , only the clearest, most specific wording in
the text of a resolution can suffice to evince the Security Council’s
intention to authorise military action.
9. Against this background, we consider that there was and is no basis in
international law for the ‘revival’ argument employed by the UK
Government to justify the invasion of Iraq and subsequent regime change.
10. On 7 March 2003 the Attorney General advised the Prime Minister that
‘a reasonable case can be made that resolution 1441 is capable in
principle of reviving the authorisation in 678 without a further
resolution’. 12
11. The Attorney General reiterated the revival argument without caveat or
qualification on 17 March 2003. 13 After advising, inter alia, that a
material breach of resolution 687 14 (which set out the ceasefire conditions
after Operation Desert Storm) had revived the authority to use force
under resolution 678,15 that in resolution 1441 16 the Security Council had
determined that Iraq had been and remained in material breach of
resolution 687, and that the Security Council in resolution 1441 had given
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Iraq ‘a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations’ and
warned Iraq of the ‘serious consequences’ if it did not, he concluded:
‘7. It is plain that Iraq has failed so to comply and therefore Iraq was at
the time of Resolution 1441 and continues to be in material breach.
8. Thus, the authority to use force under Resolution 678 has revived and
so continues today.’
12. However, the authority to use military force contained in resolution 678
had been granted more than 12 years earlier to particular States for the
specific purpose of ejecting Iraq from Kuwait and restoring international
peace and security in the area.17 In the context of Iraq’s occupation of
Kuwait, that purpose had been achieved.
13. The peremptory nature of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter demanded a
very much narrower interpretation of resolution 678. The authority which
the Security Council had granted to certain States for a particular purpose
in November 1990 could not be used to justify the invasion of Iraq in
March 2003 and the subsequent removal of Saddam Hussein.
14. A second Security Council resolution specifically and unambiguously
authorising military action was required.18 The vague warning of ‘serious
consequences’ in resolution 1441 did not suffice, and to interpret
resolution 678 as granting the necessary authority was not ‘good faith’
interpretation as required by international law. 19
15. Without such a resolution, the invasion of Iraq constituted an act of
aggression, contrary to Article 2(4) of the UN Charter.
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16. According to the International Court of Justice, obligations erga omnes
(i.e. obligations towards the international community as a whole) derive
from the prohibition of aggression. 20 This means that the prohibition is
the concern of all States, and that all States have a legal interest in its
observance.21 Indeed, this is the logical corollary of the prohibition’s
character as a peremptory norm.
17. The erga omnes nature of the prohibition of aggression is another reason
why the military action against Iraq in March 2003 needed specific and
unambiguous authorisation by the Security Council on behalf of the
international community.
18.The Attorney General conspicuously failed to consider the implications
of jus c ogens and obligations erga omnes in his legal advice to the Prime
Minister. We consider that, in consequence, his advice was seriously
flawed.
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