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framework for understanding the practice and logic of International

Organizations Law. It is structured around the three defining relationships

IOs engage in – namely, with their member states, with their organs and staff,

and with the outside world. These different dynamics give rise to different

concerns, which each help to explain the logic behind international insti-

tutional law. The text also discusses the essential topics of the law of IOs,

including powers and finances, privileges and immunities, institutional struc-

tures, and accountability. By demonstrating how the theory works in practice,

with recent examples, students will observe the impact and significance of

International Organizations Law. Updated with the latest case law and litera-

ture, this new edition also contains discussions of the withdrawal of Israel and

the US from UNESCO, Brexit, and the Covid-19 pandemic, and how these

affect the law of international organizations.
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Preface to the Fourth Edition

The international legal landscape between 2015 (when the previous edition of

this book appeared) and 2021 (when this new edition was finalized) has been

dominated by two large-scale events, both of them having to do with inter-

national organizations, and yet neither of them somehow being very conse-

quential for international organizations law: Brexit and Covid-19.

Brexit marks the withdrawal of one member state from the European Union

(EU) (Brexit is, admittedly, a strongly Eurocentric preoccupation, but then

again, I am a European), and yet, its considerable legal complications have

little to do with international organizations law. Instead, they owe much to UK

constitutional law concerns, for example, when asking who can invoke the

relevant withdrawal provision in the United Kingdom, and whether

Parliament has something to say and, if so, what it has to say.

Brexit’s questions relate even more to the law of the EU (that is, the law

applicable within that organization) than they do to the law relating to

international organizations generally. At stake is not just some symbolic

political move: although Brexit is that too. Instead, at stake are very real issues

as to whether there are additional customs forms to fill out for small busi-

nesses; whether EU citizens can continue to live in the United Kingdom;

whether UK citizens living in Portugal or Spain can take their pensions with

them; or whether military intelligence (a contradiction in terms, someone once

quipped) should be shared between the EU and the United Kingdom.

Covid-19, in turn, suggests that international law operates through inter-

national organizations (in this case mostly the World Health Organization –

WHO) but also that international organizations tend to leave a lot of leeway

and decision-making power to their member states. The WHO declared the

existence of a ‘public health emergency of international concern’ in early 2020,

and has monitored the situation intensely, collected information from its

member states and provided information to those same member states, started

vaccination initiatives and stimulated research, but other measures have

remained the province of individual states. Decisions on the closing of borders,

cancelling public gatherings and events, which vaccines to prioritize, and what

time people should be at home, have been left to national authorities. Perhaps

that is a good thing; or perhaps a globally concerted effort would have been
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better. The point is, though, that when the chips are down, national govern-

ments reign supreme – and that is typical for the law of international organiza-

tions. The politician claiming that to join an international organization is an

abdication of sovereignty, and that to withdraw from an organization is

reclaiming sovereignty, is usually making a false claim, typically born out of

a mixture of ignorance and wilful deceit (and that is perhaps another lesson to

draw from Brexit).

My colleague Pierre d’Argent helped me to retrieve a Belgian court decision

that was otherwise difficult to trace, and the authors contributing to the

forthcoming Cambridge Companion to International Organizations Law pro-

vided much inspiration and food for thought.1 The Companion is not a

suitable introduction to the law as such but will prove a highly suitable

introduction to the work of international organizations, and could thus prof-

itably be read alongside the current text – as a veritable companion. I owe a

debt of gratitude to dozens of people who talk to me about international

organizations law, who listen to me speak on the topic, who engage in written

conversation, and who point me to practical examples: they are too numerous

to mention individually, but I wish to acknowledge them collectively. Some of

them are academics (who might be expected to engage with me, since that is

part of their job), but some of them work for international organizations, as

legal counsel or as legal officer. These are, in an important sense, the people

who keep the machinery up and running; it is to them that this edition

is dedicated.

1 Jan Klabbers (ed.), Cambridge Companion to International Organizations Law (Cambridge,

forthcoming).

xii Preface to the Fourth Edition
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A Note on Documentation

In writing this book, two compilations of source materials have proved

immensely helpful. Many constitutional documents are brought together in

Louis B. Sohn (ed.), International Organization and Integration: Student

Edition (Dordrecht, 1986). Additional documents can be found in the tremen-

dously useful eight-volume collection compiled by a number of Dutch

scholars: P. J. G. Kapteyn et al. (eds.), International Organization and

Integration: Annotated Basic Documents and Descriptive Directory of

International Organizations and Arrangements (2nd revised ed., The Hague,

1981–4).

More recent documents have sometimes been drawn from publications

stemming from the relevant organization itself. Thus, the UN Charter has,

since time immemorial, been published by the UN Department of Public

Information in a small blue vest-pocket version. In a more updated version,

many organizations have websites which invariably reproduce the organiza-

tion’s constituent document. The names of those sites generally follow the

same pattern: the abbreviated name of the organization plus a dot and either

the letters ‘org’ or ‘int’. Thus, the Asian Development Bank can be found

at www.adb.org, the OECD at www.oecd.org, the Council of Europe at

www.coe.int, and Interpol at www.interpol.int.

My approach has been that constituent documents have not been repeatedly

cited in footnotes, in light of their widespread and relatively easy availability.

They can be found with the help of the few guidelines set out above. Other

treaties have generally been listed with a place where they can be found.
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