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China is not a State Party to the Statute of the International
Criminal Court (‘ICC’), but is one of the five permanent
members of the United Nations Security Council
(‘UNSC’). This policy brief examines the positions, attitudes and views of China towards the ICC, drawing primarily on China’s conduct in the UNSC. It will analyse
China’s substantive concerns towards the ICC, and some
key factors contributing to the uncertain future of the relationship between China and the ICC.

1. Chinese Position on the Establishment of the ICTY,
ICTR and ICC1

1.1. ICTY
The ICTY was established pursuant to UNSC Resolution
827 on 25 May 1993, on the basis of a report prepared by
the UN Secretary General with input from many States and
non-governmental organizations (‘NGOs’).2 China voted
in favour of this resolution, but she made clear her reservation as regards the legal approach taken. Apart from emphasizing the special circumstances of the former Yugoslavia, the Chinese delegate expressed concern about the
possible abuse by the UNSC of its powers under Chapter
VII of the UN Charter in establishing an international tribunal. The representative also made it clear that China preferred that such a tribunal should be established by a new
multilateral treaty. That approach would respect the principle of State judicial sovereignty to the extent possible,
and many difficulties both in theory and practice could be
avoided.3 Although China voted for the establishment of
the ICTY with reservations, she has since supported its operation in practice. There has always been a Chinese judge
at the ICTY.4

1.2. ICTR
UNSC Resolution 955 (1994) adopted under Chapter VII
established the ICTR by 13 votes in favour, one against
(Rwanda), and one abstaining (China).5 The Chinese delegation abstained because it was not in favour of “invoking at will Chapter VII of the Charter to establish an international tribunal through the adoption of a Security
Council resolution”; it also believed that without Rwanda’s support and co-operation it would be “difficult for the
Tribunal to perform its duties in an effective manner”.6 In
principle, China did not oppose the setting up of the ICTR
and in all subsequent UNSC votes, she voted in favour of
it.
1.3. ICC
During the 1998 Rome Diplomatic Conference, China
provided clear and specific suggestions and comments on
various legal issues pertaining to the nature and functions
of the ICC, such as the jurisdiction of the Court, definition
of the crimes, criminal responsibility of legal persons,
criminal responsibility of superiors, powers of the prosecutor, criteria for admissibility, selection of the judges, and
the process of voting on the text of the draft ICC Statute.7
Some of its suggestions were subsequently incorporated
into the Statute. Regrettably, at the end of the Conference,
China voted against adopting the Statute because her fundamental concerns had not been satisfactorily addressed.
After the Conference, the head of the Chinese delegation explained the reasons for voting against the Statute in
a newspaper interview.8 He pointed out that the text im5
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posed obligations on non-States Parties without their consent and, as a result, violated the principle of State sovereignty and the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties;
war crimes and crimes against humanity defined by the
text went beyond generally accepted customary international law; the proprio motu power of the ICC Prosecutor
to initiate investigations could lead to political abuse of the
Court; and China would rather see the UNSC acting in
situations of aggression without any constraints.9 In sum,
China took a negative view of some provisions of the ICC
Statute.

2. Chinese Position on Security Council Referral and
Deferral

By mid-July 2014, the Darfur, Libya, Syria and Kenya
situations had been discussed by the UNSC with a view to
ICC referral or deferral. Let us consider China’s position
on each of these situations.
2.1. Darfur
In 2005, by UNSC Resolution 1593 the situation in Darfur
was referred to the ICC.10 Eleven States voted in favour
and there were four abstentions, including one by China.
In the explanation of vote, the Chinese delegate restated
China’s position on the ICC. China believed that there
were more effective and feasible approaches than referring
the Darfur situation to the ICC. China expressed major reservations about the exercise of ICC jurisdiction against the
will of non-States Parties.11 Moreover, China had concerns
about the arrest warrant against Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir and supported the proposal in the UNSC to defer
the ICC proceedings against him, although it was not adopted.12 President al-Bashir – a person suspected by the
ICC for crimes against humanity, genocide and war crimes
– visited China in his capacity as Head of State in June
2011 at the invitation of the Chinese President.13
2.2. Libya
On 26 February 2011, the UNSC adopted Resolution 1970,
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inter alia, to refer the situation of Libya to the ICC.14 It
was the first time that a situation was unanimously referred
to the ICC by all members of the Council. The Chinese
delegation voted in favour of the resolution because of
“the special situation in Libya at this time and the concerns
and views of the Arab and African Countries”.15
2.3. Syria
On 22 May 2014, 64 States submitted a proposed resolution to the UNSC to refer the situation of Syria to the
ICC.16 The draft resolution was not adopted due to the opposition of two permanent members of the UNSC, namely
China and Russia. The representative of China provided
three reasons for the position taken. First, China believed
that any action to seek recourse to the ICC to prosecute the
perpetrators of serious violations of the international criminal law should be conducted on the basis of respect for
State judicial sovereignty and the principle of complementarity. Second, in China’s view, an ICC referral would not
be conducive to the political settlement of the dispute, and
would only serve to jeopardize the fragile peace efforts.
Third, instead of rushing through a vote on the proposed
resolution, China saw the need for a longer process of consultation among the UNSC members as the best way to
overcome obstruction to consensus on the way forward. At
the same time, China expressed deep concern at the worsening humanitarian situation in Syria and had provided
humanitarian assistance through various channels on several occasions.17
2.4. Kenya
On 15 November 2013, 14 African States submitted a proposed resolution to the UNSC requesting the ICC to defer
the investigation and prosecution of Kenyan President Kenyatta and Deputy President Ruto for a period of 12 months
in line with Article 16 of the ICC Statute.18 Mr. LIU Jieyi,
the representative of China and President of the UNSC that
month, presided over the meeting and put the draft resolution to a vote. It received seven votes in favour and eight
abstentions, hence failing to obtain the requisite majority.
The Chinese delegation voted in favour and Mr. LIU expressed regret at the failure to adopt the resolution. He
stated that the Kenyan leaders play an important role in
maintaining peace and stability in Kenya and in Africa in
general, and that the principles of complementarity and judicial sovereignty should, moreover, be respected by international judicial institutions.19 The Chinese Prime Minister
visited Kenya and held talks with President Kenyatta on 10
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May 2014.20
From the above-mentioned facts it can reasonably be
concluded that China, as a permanent member of the
UNSC, has chosen to give priority to the primary function
of the UNSC, namely, its power to maintain international
peace and security, over justice on those occasions where
those two fundamental principles would appear to be in
conflict. Thus, China prefers negotiation or other forms of
political settlement to action by the ICC as evidenced in
situations such as the al-Bashir case, Syria and Kenya.
3. China’s View on Some Other ICC Issues Discussed
in the Security Council
UNSC Resolutions 1422, 1487 and 1497 created in reality
immunity for UN peacekeepers sent by non-States Parties
vis-à-vis the jurisdiction of the ICC.21 The Chinese delegation voted in favour of these resolutions.22 Unlike the
strong criticism of the exceptional immunity granted by
these resolutions by several other States, China’s silence
on this point could be explained by her consistent objections to the ICC exercising any form of jurisdiction over
non-States Parties.
The UNSC has regularly debated issues relevant to the
ICC, such as children in armed conflicts, women, peace
and security, protection of civilians in armed conflict, justice and the rule of law. While some States have made explicit reference to the ICC in discussions about these matters, the Chinese delegation has not mentioned the ICC
once in its statements. It seems that China deliberately
chooses to keep silent about the possible role of the ICC in
these areas.
4. Substantive Concerns of China Towards the ICC
From the preceding descriptive survey of various sources,
we have noted that China has consistently acted to uphold
its belief in the supremacy of the principle of State sovereignty in international relations. Mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity tops the ‘Five Principles of
Peaceful Coexistence’ which have long amounted to the
guiding policy of Chinese diplomacy.23 From the state20
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ments delivered in the UNSC concerning the ICC, State
sovereignty was indeed the notion most frequently referred
to by China. Stemming from the great importance it attaches to State sovereignty, China’s views diverge from
the ICC Statute in certain fundamental respects, such as its
jurisdiction over non-States Parties, implementation of the
principle of complementarity, and the power of the ICC
Prosecutor.
China has consistently opposed the possible jurisdiction of the ICC over a non-State Party. Article 12(2) of the
ICC Statute allows the ICC to exercise its jurisdiction over
non-States Parties if the suspect was a national of such a
State or, even if not, committed a crime on the territory of
a State Party. China has taken the position that the exercise
of jurisdiction by the ICC over non-States Parties would
conflict with the treaty law principle of pacta tertiis nec
nocent nec prosunt.24
Furthermore, China has disagreed with how the ICC
has implemented the principle of complementarity. During
the Rome Diplomatic Conference, China suggested, in respect of the criteria for ‘unwillingness’ to prosecute, that
unjustified delay or partiality in trials of core international
crimes should be qualified by the additional condition that
only when this occurs in nonconformity with national
rules of procedure can the ICC find that there is a case of
‘unwillingness’.25 But the Rome Conference stipulated
that delay or partiality occurs when the case handling is
inconsistent with “the intention to bring the person concerned to justice”.26 This means that it is up to the ICC to
decide whether national criminal rules of procedure conform with the intention to bring the suspect to justice. In
this way, the ICC not only puts the suspect on trial, but
also the judicial system of the State in question. This was
unacceptable to China as the review by a supranational institution of the performance of a State and the efficacy of
its domestic legal system was tantamount to “interfering in
other countries’ internal affairs”.27
Additionally, the Chinese delegation has expressed its
disagreement with the power granted to the ICC Prosecutor to initiate investigation or prosecution proprio motu
“without checks and balances against frivolous prosecution”, thus amounting to “the right to judge and rule on
State conduct”.28 This concern was not heeded by the ma24
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jority of States, and the extent of prosecutorial discretion
and its exercise continue to be closely scrutinised by China.29
All the negative views and concerns of China towards
the ICC can be attributed to its deeply rooted belief in the
paramount interest of State sovereignty. China has supported the idea of an independent international court, but
she has been unable to accept a court that, in her view,
undermines the sovereignty of States and their juridical independence.

5. China’s Commitment to Maintaining the
Authority of the Security Council

As a permanent member of the UNSC, China has attached
great importance to the role of the Council and is clearly
committed to maintaining its authority, as a key objective
of Chinese foreign policy. China has insisted that “the
principal role of the United Nations, and in particular of
the Security Council, in safeguarding world peace and security” should not be compromised.30 China has stressed
the role of the UNSC before the ICC, for example as regards the possibility to refer situations to the Court.31 The
2010 amendments to the ICC Statute on aggression will
allow the Prosecutor to proceed with an investigation if the
UNSC has not taken any action within six months. China
has disagreed publicly on this point and has stated that the
activities of the ICC should not run counter to the provisions of the UN Charter, in particular its provisions on aggression.32
6. Uncertain Future
The actual performance of the ICC is an essential factor
affecting the future relationship between the ICC and China. It is the view of this author that China will welcome
and accept an effective, fair and independent Court. On the
contrary, a Court of low efficiency, caught up in political
wrangling and hostage to competing political agendas,
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will ensure that China remains a keen yet distant observer.
From its establishment until mid-2014, the ICC has only
delivered judgment in two minor cases, with appeals pending at the time of writing. The possible politicization of the
ICC in its handling of the Article 12(3) declaration by the
Palestinian administration caused great concern and may
well have undermined the legitimacy of the ICC.33 The
amendments to the ICC Rules of Procedure and Evidence
adopted by the 12th Session of the Assembly of States Parties have allowed accused who enjoy a mandate to “fulfil
extraordinary public duties at the highest national level” to
be absent from their trial and only be represented by counsel.34 These amendments have to a certain extent infringed
on the principle of equality before the law. These developments reflect negatively on the actual performance of the
ICC and the ICC system as a whole. The Government of
China is only one of many witnesses to this state of affairs.
On the other hand, the ongoing implementation of China’s open foreign policy and domestic reforms are conducive to the improvement of her relationship with the ICC.
China has consistently condemned core international
crimes and been in favour of bringing those responsible to
justice. China and the ICC share this same ideal. One
would expect that as it pursues its modernising policies
with vigour, China should be less reluctant to accept some
international legal norms. But all of this depends, in the
final analysis, on the view that China is prepared to take on
the professionalism and integrity of the ICC’s own performance. This remains the chief variable determining the
future relationship between China and the ICC, including
China’s willingness to support the Court within the context
of the UN Security Council.
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