
THE INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL COURT IN BRIEF 

WHAT IS THE ICC? 

 The ICC is a permanent court established by the Rome Statute to prosecute persons for the most serious 
international crimes, known as “atrocity crimes”: genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes.    

 The Rome Statute is an international treaty that has been ratified by 123 states parties. It has been 
signed by an additional 31 countries that have not yet ratified it.   

 The ICC is not a UN body, though it does report to the UN General Assembly annually on its work, and it 
reports to the Security Council on cases that are referred by the Security Council to the Court. The ICC’s 
budget is funded by its member states. 

WHAT CRIMES DOES THE ICC PROSECUTE? 

 The ICC has jurisdiction only over four crimes, which must meet a high threshold of seriousness. 

 The Court can prosecute individuals responsible for crimes that occurred after July 1, 2002 (the date the 
Rome Statute entered into force). 

 For states that joined the Court after July 1, 2002, the Court only has jurisdiction over crimes committed 
after the Rome Statute entered into force for that state.  

 The Court prosecutes individuals for the atrocity crimes of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war 
crimes. As of July 17, 2018, it will also be able to prosecute the crime of aggression.  

WHO DOES THE ICC PROSECUTE? 

 Only individuals – not organizations or governments – may be prosecuted.  

 The ICC may prosecute individuals who either participated directly or indirectly through others, aided or 
abetted, failed to prevent or punish, or conspired with others to commit an atrocity crime. 

WHY DO WE NEED THE ICC? 

 Ad hoc tribunals created in response to post-conflict situations have limited jurisdiction, funding, and 
longevity, and are usually able to respond only after mass atrocities have occurred.  

 As a result, international consensus coalesced around the need to form a permanent court that can 
address atrocity crimes as they occur without the limitations of ad hoc tribunals.  

 The ICC can help to prevent the escalation of violent conflict and the use of aggressive force, deter 
crimes through the threat of accountability, and end impunity for the most serious international crimes. 

HOW ARE CASES BROUGHT BEFORE THE ICC? 

 There are three ways a situation can be brought before the ICC: 

o State referral: an ICC state party may refer a situation in its own country or in another state 
party to the Court for investigation and prosecution. 

o Proprio motu: in a country that is a state party to the Court, or a country that is not a state party 
but has temporarily accepted the Court’s jurisdiction, the ICC Prosecutor may launch an 
investigation on his or her own initiative, supervised by a panel of international judges.  

o UN Security Council: the Security Council may refer a situation in any country to the ICC.  

 In each of these scenarios, genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity may be investigated and 
prosecuted if they were either committed in the territory of a state party or by a citizen of a state party. 

 All cases are governed by the principle of complementarity, which means that the ICC may only take 
jurisdiction if the domestic courts of a country do not conduct genuine investigations or prosecutions.  

 Jurisdiction over the crime of aggression is even more limited. The Court only has jurisdiction over 
crimes of aggression if an ICC state party has ratified the crime of aggression amendment (currently only 
35 countries), or pursuant to Security Council referral. Non-states parties are exempt. In addition, the 
Court only has jurisdiction over “leaders,” not individual members of a military and non-states parties. 



ICC HIGHLIGHTS: BY THE NUMBERS 
 

20 country situations 
 10 Preliminary Examinations 

     AFGHANISTAN, COLOMBIA, GABON, GUINEA, IRAQ, NIGERIA,     
     PALESTINE, PHILIPPINES,  UKRAINE, VENEZUELA 

 11 Investigations  in 10 Countries 
BURUNDI, CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC I & II, DR CONGO,  GEORGIA, 
IVORY COAST, LIBYA, KENYA, MALI, SUDAN, UGANDA 

26 Cases 
 5 Convictions 

o 3 in reparations stage | 1 in appeals stage 

 5 Acquittals/Withdrawal of Charges 
 3 Trials currently underway 
 1 Case in Pre-Trial Proceedings 
 15 Defendants at large (fugitives from justice) 

 

ICC HIGHLIGHTS: SIGNIFICANT CASE DEVELOPMENTS 

 Democratic Republic of the Congo. The ICC’s first ever conviction, in March 2012, was of Thomas 
Lubanga Dyilo, who was found guilty of war crimes for using child soldiers. He was sentenced to 14 years 
in prison. In 2014, Germain Katanga was convicted of crimes against humanity and war crimes for 
murder, attacking civilians, destruction of property, and pillaging; he was sentenced to a 12-year prison 
term. Bosco Ntaganda, a warlord from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, is currently on trial.  

 Central African Republic. In 2016, Jean Pierre Bemba was convicted for war crimes and crimes against 
humanity, including murder, pillaging, and rape. He was sentenced to 18 years. His case marked the first 
time an individual was convicted under “command responsibility” for the actions of his subordinates, 
and the first ICC conviction for rape as a weapon of war. In 2017, Bemba and four others were convicted 
of witness tampering in Bemba’s criminal trial, the first ICC conviction for obstruction of justice. 

 Kenya. In 2012, Uhuru Kenyatta and William Ruto were charged with crimes against humanity related to 
the post-election violence in Kenya in 2007. In 2013, Kenyatta was elected as President of Kenya, with 
Ruto as his Deputy. In 2014, the Prosecutor withdrew the charges against Kenyatta, and in 2016, the 
Court terminated the case against Ruto. In both cases, the Court found that the Kenyan government had 
failed to cooperate and had interfered in the cases. The Court subsequently issued arrest warrants 
against three individuals on witness tampering charges related to these cases.  

 Mali. In 2016, Ahmad Al Faqi Al Mahdi pled guilty to war crimes for attacking religious heritage sites in 
Timbuktu. This was the first guilty plea at the Court and the first ICC case in which destruction of cultural 
antiquities was charged as an atrocity crime.  

 Uganda. Dominic Ongwen, one of Joseph Kony’s top lieutenants in the Lord’s Resistance Army, is now 
on trial for war crimes and crimes against humanity.  

ICC HIGHLIGHTS: VICTIMS’ RIGHTS  

The ICC represents a number of innovations at the international level when it comes to the rights of victims.   

 Participation. At the ICC, victims have standing in their own right, independent of the prosecution and 
consistent with the rights of the defense, including the right to present their “views and concerns” to 
the court’s judges, most often through a lawyer, when their personal interests are affected.  

 Reparations. In case of a conviction, the ICC may order reparations to victims, delivered through the 
Trust Fund for Victims. The court’s first reparations proceedings are now underway in cases arising out 
of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (the DRC), Mali, and the Central African Republic. 

 Assistance. The Trust Fund for Victims also has an assistance mandate, under which it provides material 
assistance and psychosocial and physical rehabilitation in countries where the ICC is conducting 
investigations. For example, it has supported projects in the DRC and Uganda. 

 Outreach. The ICC’s small but dedicated outreach unit conducts various programs designed to engage in 
conversations with victims and communities affected by atrocity crimes being tried at the ICC.  

MORE INFORMATION ON THE ICC 

International Criminal Court: www.icc-cpi.int American NGO Coalition for the ICC (AMICC): www.amicc.org 

Coalition for the ICC (CICC): www.iccnow.org American Bar Association ICC Project: www.aba-icc.org 

Washington Working Group on the ICC (WICC): www.washingtonicc.org 
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