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THE DEMOCRATIC CHALLENGE OF
INCORPORATION: INTERNATIONAL
HUMAN RIGHTS TREATIES AND
NATIONAL CONSTITUTIONS
Joanna Harrington*

According to Canadian Supreme Court Justice Claire L’HeureuxDubé, the global judicial
community is engaged in a process of dialogue, especially in cases involving the determination of
constitutionally protected human rights. However, as this author notes, if there is a process of
dialogue taking place, it does not always include the international treaty monitoring bodies
supported by the United Nations, even when there is a treaty link between the international body
and the domestic state. The author considers the approach taken by courts in South Africa, the
United Kingdom and Ireland with respect to the judicial consideration of international human rights
decisions, linking the prospects for dialogue to the express mandates to consider such case law
within their constitutions, while contrasting the experience with that of Canada and New Zealand,
where no such express imperative exists. The author concludes by suggesting that such a
constitutionallydetermined approach may well be the most democratic means of reconciling a
state’s international commitments with its domestic law.

I

THE GLOBAL JUDICIAL DIALOGUE

In 1999, Justice Claire L'HeureuxDubé of the Supreme Court of Canada published a law review
article in which she recognised "how growing international links and influences are affecting and
changing judicial decisions, particularly at the level of top appellate courts throughout the world."1
She described this phenomenon as a form of globalisation that was taking place within the legal and
judicial world, with "more and more courts, particularly within the common law world, … looking
*
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to the judgments of other jurisdictions, particularly when making decisions on human rights
issues."2 To support her point, examples were drawn from cases in Australia, Canada, India,
Namibia, New Zealand and South Africa to show that judges are looking to "a broad spectrum of
sources in the law of human rights when deciding how to interpret their constitutions and deal with
new problems,"3 although they were in no way bound to follow the foreign authorities. Moreover,
according to L'HeureuxDubé, these judges were not simply receiving foreign law for application
and adaptation, but were "to a greater and greater extent … mutually reading and discussing each
others' jurisprudence."4 They were thus engaging in a process of dialogue within a global judicial
community – views that echo those of Professor AnneMarie Slaughter in her work on transjudicial
communications between courts around the world.5
Justice L'HeureuxDubé clearly embraced this process of dialogue and interchange as innately
good. In her view, the dialogue that resulted from the consideration of another jurisdiction's
approach to a similar social problem or similarlyworded rights provision could only be beneficial.
She also noted how courts in jurisdictions with newer constitutions could gain from the experience
of courts with older instruments, with Canada serving as one example, having benefited from the
accumulated wisdom of the American courts in the early days of the 1982 Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms.6
However, it is also true that many newer bills of rights take a decidedly different approach to
that embraced by the United States Constitution, with many eschewing what is perceived as an
absolute rights approach for limitation clauses expressly balancing individual rights with community
interests.7 For these bills of rights, the corpus of international human rights law, with its similar
approach of balance and limitation, might also provide useful guidance, particularly since there are,
as acknowledged by L'HeureuxDubé, "numerous genealogical 'links' between national human
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rights guarantees and international human rights documents."8 These links have in fact led to
citations in Canadian cases to the jurisprudence of the (nonbinding) European Commission and
(binding) European Court of Human Rights, albeit as a kind of comparative foreign law rather than
as a source for determining the content of international law obligations.9 Nevertheless, according to
L'HeureuxDubé, these "links to international law help form a kind of 'common denominator' of
understanding for judges interpreting national or regional human rights documents" and she further
acknowledged that "international standards are often used as interpretive aids for domestic
constitutional law."10 (Justice L'HeureuxDubé would later add, by way of her majority opinion in
the wellknown deportation case of Baker v Canada that "the values reflected in international
human rights law may help inform the contextual approach to statutory interpretation and judicial
review,"11 invoking in support a case from the New Zealand Court of Appeal12 and another from the
Supreme Court of India.13)
In concluding her article, L'HeureuxDubé J turned her attention to what she described as the
"failure of the United States Supreme Court to take part in the international dialogue among the
courts of the world, particularly on human rights issues," believing this failure to be a contributing
factor in what she perceived to be that Court's "growing isolation and diminished influence."14 She
complained that the Rehnquist Court, "on human rights issues," had "referred to Canadian Supreme
Court judgments only twice,"15 and continuing the equation of foreign decisions with those of an
international tribunal, she also admonished the United States Supreme Court for never having
referred to any decisions of the European Court or Commission of Human Rights.16 "In short,"
concluded L'HeureuxDubé, "the United States Supreme Court is not a participant in the
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international dialogue about human rights"17 because it did not refer in its judgments to the
decisions of foreign courts, nor "the various decisions written by United Nations and European
human rights decisionmaking bodies."18
It is this last comment on which I wish to focus my contribution to these proceedings. Professor
Slaughter has observed that judicial crossfertilisation of ideas has taken place even when "[n]either
the speaking nor the listening court is bound by a treaty structure or any other direct and formal
links."19 My interest, however, is in precisely the situation where there is a treaty structure in place,
as well as direct links by State consent, and yet no dialogue. I begin by noting the irony of
L'HeureuxDubé J's admonishment of the United States Supreme Court, given that the Supreme
Court of Canada rarely mentions in its judgments the jurisprudence of the United Nations human
rights treaty monitoring bodies, even when (or perhaps precisely because) that jurisprudence has
involved concrete cases from Canada.20 Others have also noted the "muddled enthusiasm" Canadian
case law displays for international law,21 and yet assurances are given by members of the Court that:
"We do not confine ourselves to polite references to the international agreements themselves, but
examine with care the interpretations given to them by international institutions and domestic courts
of many countries, as well as in the writings of learned authors …"22
But putting aside the complaint about "doing as I say rather than as I do" as well as the obvious
rebuttal that perhaps these bodies offer nothing worth citing, it is striking to note that Justice
L'HeureuxDubé makes no comment about the democratic concerns underlying a supreme court's
citation of "foreign law", especially the "law" of an international tribunal acting in essence as a kind
of international (albeit legally ineffectual) final court of appeal for litigants who have exhausted
their domestic remedies. Within Canada, such democratic concerns have clearly emerged, with
Canadian Supreme Court Justice Louis LeBel, writing extrajudicially with Gloria Chao, arguing
that "at the heart of the debate" provoked by the domestic court's interpretation or application of
international law "is the tension between the democratic principle underlying the internal legal order
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and the search for conformity or consistency with a developing and uncertain external order."23
Similar democratic concerns also underpinned the dissenters' views in Baker v Canada concerning
the judicial use of the values of a ratified but unimplemented human rights treaty.24
It may also be the case that a national supreme court with the constitutional responsibility for
providing the "last word" may well be concerned about the appearance, if not the sensibilities, of
appearing to cede sovereignty to an international adjudicative body – even one to which the state has
given its consent as in the case of Canada and the Human Rights Committee, the Committee Against
Torture, and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. (Litigants in
Canada can also proceed to the InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights.) A supreme court's
sense of being supreme, even if fallible, is often perceived as a goal worthy of protection for the
very coherence of the domestic legal system and a top appellate court may be wary of sending a
mixed message with respect to the domestic standing of an international tribunal's decision. Perhaps
the engagement with the "foreign law" that is not so foreign would undermine the stabilising role of
precedent in the domestic legal system? Perhaps too, a court that has gained its role as "the Supreme
Court" as a result of a deliberate break with a colonial past is obliged to avoid even the appearance
of subservience to an international body? And lastly, there is the argument that silence may be the
constitutionally correct response in the absence of any provision requiring a supreme court to
consider the virtues of international and foreign law, with this last point leading to the following
discussion of the means used by some states to encourage the "international dialogue" to which
L'HeureuxDubé J subscribes.

II

THE EXPRESS OBLIGATION TO CONSIDER INTERNATIONAL CASE
LAW

As is well known, there are national constitutions that oblige domestic courts, including final
courts of appeal, to recognise and consider international law in interpreting a domestic bill of rights.
In determining what constitutes international law for this purpose, the obvious starting point is the
list of international law sources recognised as such by the international community through state
adherence to the Statute of the International Court of Justice. Article 38(1)(a) of the Statute
identifies conventions (in the sense of treaties), custom, and general principles as the main sources
of international law, with judicial decisions and the writings of highly qualified publicists being

23
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listed as supplementary sources. While widely recognised as the starting point for any discussion of
the sources of international law,25 Article 38(1) is not worded so as to be exhaustive on the topic.
In the field of international human rights law, with its creation by treaty of various international
tribunals to receive and determine specific human rights complaints, it can be argued that any
"obligation to consider" international law must also extend, as a matter of good faith, to the
associated international case law that these complaints procedures produce. This jurisprudence is
issued by the treatymonitoring bodies to guide states as to the content and implementation of their
treaty obligations, and its purpose is not defeated by the recommendatory nature of the resulting
views. A state's obligation of good faith with respect to its treaty obligations must surely include, at
the very least, the consideration of the end product of the complaint process as created by those
treaties. Such consideration may also assist in ensuring a degree of congruence between the treaty's
creation of the international body and the decisions that this body makes to guide a state's
implementation of its treaty obligations.
A The South African Model
South Africa's current constitutional order provides a clear example of an express obligation to
consider international law in human rights cases. Under section 35(1) of the Interim Constitution of
1993,26 (negotiated by a representative, but unelected, multiparty body which then established an
elected Constitutional Assembly to produce the "final" Constitution), the South African courts were
directed to "have regard to public international law applicable to the protection of the rights
entrenched" in the South African Bill of Rights. This obligation was retained in the final
Constitution of 1996,27 with some revisions. Section 39(1) provides that: "When interpreting the
Bill of Rights, a court, tribunal or forum (a) must promote the values that underlie an open and
democratic society based on human dignity, equality and freedom; (b) must consider international
law; and (c) may consider foreign law."
Thus the text of the South African Constitution expressly "affirms that international law is an
important interpretive tool,"28 with democratic South Africa's readmission to the international
community being the likely rationale for its "constitutional acknowledgement of the importance of
both international law and international human rights."29 As for the content of this obligation,
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almost from the beginning the South African Constitutional Court has interpreted the constitutional
directive to consider international law as applying to both "nonbinding as well as binding law,"30
including the nonbinding decisions of several international human rights bodies. According to the
Constitutional Court, these decisions may be used as "tools of interpretation"31 with respect to the
Bill of Rights, with the Court explaining that:32
International agreements and customary international law accordingly provide a framework within
which [the South African Bill of Rights] can be evaluated and understood, and for that purpose,
decisions of tribunals dealing with comparable instruments, such as the United Nations Committee on
Human Rights, the InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights, the InterAmerican Court of Human
Rights, the European Commission on Human Rights, and the European Court of Human Rights, and in
appropriate cases, reports of specialised agencies such as the International Labour Organisation may
provide guidance as to the correct interpretation of particular provisions of Chapter Three [wherein was
found the Bill of Rights].

However, the South African courts are also clearly of the view that they are not bound to follow
this "guidance", especially when the recognition of rights within the national constitution extends
beyond that recognised by international law. Support for this position is found in the Constitutional
Court's decision concerning samesex marriage.33 In support of its contention that the exclusion of
samesex couples from the institution of marriage was not to be regarded as unfair discrimination,
the South African government had argued that international law recognises and protects
heterosexual marriage only, invoking in support the text of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights34 as well as the Joslin decision of the UN Human Rights Committee concerning a failed
challenge to a New Zealand law denying marriage licences to samesex couples.35 While reliance on
the 1948 Declaration was readily dismissed on the basis that views had since evolved,36 Sachs J
both engaged with, and expressly distinguished, the Joslin decision, explaining that the Committee's
holding "that there was no provision in the [relevant human rights treaty] which forbade
discrimination on sexual orientation" was "a far cry from declaring that the [treaty] forbids the
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recognition of samesex marriage … ."37 Moreover, according to Sachs J, the Constitution explicitly
proclaims the antidiscriminatory right which was held to lack support from the text of the treaty,
thus concluding that "discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation is expressly stated by [the
South African] Constitution to be presumptively unfair."38
As for the use of foreign law sources by domestic courts, both the interim and current
constitutions of South Africa expressly provide for its possible consideration, although on a
permissive rather than mandatory basis. Section 35(1) of the Interim Constitution provided that the
courts "may have regard to comparable foreign case law" while section 39(1)(c) of the current
Constitution simply states that the courts "may consider foreign law." Nonetheless, in interpreting
its constitutional obligations, the South African Constitutional Court has made clear that its ultimate
responsibility is "to construe the South African Constitution, and not an international instrument or
the constitution of some foreign country."39 "Due regard" must thus be paid, according to the Court,
to South Africa's legal system, history and circumstances, as well as the structure and language of
South Africa's constitutional instrument.40 International and foreign case law may provide
assistance to the domestic courts through a constitutional "obligation to consider", but the South
African courts have made it clear that they "are in no way bound to follow it."41
B The British Experience
A similar openness to the citation of international law sources can be found in Europe, although
its breadth is limited to regional international law given that the citation is directly linked to the
project of incorporation of the European Convention on Human Rights.42 National incorporation is
viewed by European states as serving an essential role in ensuring the treaty regime's continuing
effectiveness, especially given the regime's expansion and rising caseloads at the international
level.43 As a result, both the United Kingdom and Ireland have enacted statutory bills of rights
requiring their higher courts to consider the decisions of the European bodies created by the
Convention. This includes the jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights as well as the
decisions and reports of the nowabolished European Commission on Human Rights (which, unlike
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the Court, never had the power to issue binding judgments). Some may question whether the
Commission should be treated as a source of law in this way, but given its recommendatory
authority, its inclusion opens the door to asking why, in general, other international human rights
bodies, acting in an adjudicative fashion but without the power to issue binding judgments, should
not be similarly cited as persuasive authority with regards to their associated international
instrument.
Britain's Human Rights Act 1998 (HRA) is a statutory bill of rights with the stated purpose of
giving "further effect" under British law to the rights and freedoms guaranteed by the European
Convention on Human Rights.44 These rights are ones which Britain has long been obliged to
protect as a matter of international law, but which could not be litigated in a British court until the
Convention was transformed into a domestic law obligation. With the enactment of the HRA,
Britain incorporated the Convention and also gained a statutory bill of rights, with the legislative
scheme being one that encourages some degree of dialogue between the British courts and the
European Court of Human Rights, since nothing in the HRA removes the right of international
petition guaranteed by the Convention to litigants with admissible claims who have exhausted their
domestic options for redress.45
According to the HRA, British courts are now obliged to "take into account" the jurisprudence
of the European Court of Human Rights, and for that matter, the entire corpus of human rights
jurisprudence within this particular international human rights regime, as first established since the
days of the European Commission on Human Rights. Section 2(1) of the HRA requires the British
courts to "take into account" any judgment, decision, declaration or advisory opinion of the
European organs "whenever made or given, so far as, in the opinion of the court or tribunal, it is
relevant to the proceedings in which that question has arisen."46 While this stops short of making the
European views binding on British courts, the obligation to "take into account" clearly means more
than having mere regard. It thus opens the door to some degree of judicial dialogue between the
international and national courts, especially when one acknowledges the obligation imposed on the
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British courts by section 6 of the HRA to act compatibly with Convention rights47  an obligation
not found in South Africa. "Take into account" could therefore mean "must follow" if the courts
were to conflate the distinction between consistency with Convention rights and consistency with
their related jurisprudence.
In the early days of the HRA, it was presumed (or desired) that this street of dialogue would run
both ways, with both legislators and judges suggesting that a wellreasoned British decision could
serve to influence the European Court and thus contribute to the growth of Convention
jurisprudence as a whole.48 As suggested by the Lord Chancellor during the Act's passage through
Parliament, the British "courts must be free to try to give a lead to Europe as well as to be led."49
Several commentators agreed, suggesting that the British courts could go further than the European
organs in their interpretations of Convention rights, provided they did not rob other Convention
rights of their content.50 Others suggested that it was open to the British courts "to consider, but
disapply a particular decision,"51 such as a decision that "compelled a conclusion fundamentally at
odds with … the British Constitution."52
But the prospects for divergence resulting from a judicial dialogue mandated by section 2(1) of
the HRA have since been limited by the selfrestraint of the British courts, working within the
presumed dictates of Parliament's chosen model for incorporation. Taking into account that the
purpose of the HRA was "to bring rights home", the Judicial Committee of the House of Lords has
suggested that in the absence of special circumstances, British courts should follow the
jurisprudence of the European Court at least where it is "clear and constant."53 British courts, while
not bound by the European jurisprudence, should also follow what the European Court has said if its

47
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jurisprudence lays down certain "minimum threshold requirements"54 and British courts should not
without good reason depart from the principles laid down in a carefully considered judgment of the
European Court's Grand Chamber55 – a 17member body used only for cases raising a serious
question affecting the interpretation of the Convention or where the resolution of a question might
have a result inconsistent with a previous judgment of the Court.56 The Court of Appeal has also
held, in connection with an attempt by counsel to discredit an unfavourable (and nonbinding)
Commission decision, that the British court "must tread very carefully even where it thinks that the
rulings by the [European] court or commission may eventually prove to have been mistaken."57
The rationale for such restraint is that since the reason for enacting the HRA was to bring rights
home, "[t]hat purpose would not be achieved if the domestic courts were to depart in material
respects from current thinking about the content of the Convention rights in Strasbourg"58 (the
location of the European organs). This suggests that while deviation is permissible, it must occur at
the margins or in areas where the Convention's jurisprudence is lacking. A year later, in the asylum
case of R (Ullah) v Special Adjudicator concerning a failed attempt to extend the prohibition on
deportation to face illtreatment to future violations of religious freedom rights, Lord Bingham of
Cornhill explained that the reason for following the "clear and constant jurisprudence" of the
European regime rests on "the fact the Convention is an international instrument, the correct
interpretation of which can be authoritatively expounded only by the Strasbourg court."59 It follows,
according to Lord Bingham, "that a national court subject to a duty such as that imposed by section
2 should not without strong reason dilute or weaken the effect of the Strasbourg case law," adding
that "[i]t is indeed unlawful under section 6 of the 1998 Act for a public authority, including a court,
to act in a way which is incompatible with a Convention right."60 However, in an implicit response
to the prospect of a British court going further than the European jurisprudence in its interpretation
of a Convention right, Lord Bingham added that:61
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It is of course open to member states to provide for rights more generous than those guaranteed by the
Convention, but such provision should not be the product of interpretation of the Convention by national
courts, since the meaning of the Convention should be uniform throughout the States party to it. The
duty of national courts is to keep pace with the Strasbourg jurisprudence as it evolves over time: no
more, but certainly no less.

Lord Bingham's position has since been endorsed by Lord Hope of Craighead in the asylum case
of N v Secretary of State for the Home Department,62 concerning the return to Uganda of a woman
with AIDS whose condition had greatly improved due to medical treatment received in the United
Kingdom. Recognising that the European case law required an "exceptional case" to bar the State
from carrying out a planned deportation, Lord Hope embraced the above position and concluded
that "[i]t is for the Strasbourg court, not for us, to decide whether its case law is out of touch with
modern conditions and to determine what further extensions, if any, are needed to the rights
guaranteed by the Convention."63
This approach to the "taking into account" obligation under the HRA also works in tandem with
Lord Bingham's earlier description generally of the judicial task under the new human rights
scheme, a description worth reproducing in full:64
In interpreting the Convention, as any other treaty, it is generally to be assumed that the parties have
included the terms which they wished to include and on which they were able to agree, omitting other
terms which they did not wish to include or on which they were not able to agree. Thus particular regard
must be had and reliance placed on the express terms of the Convention, which define the rights and
freedoms which the contracting parties have undertaken to secure. This does not mean that nothing can
be implied into the Convention. The language of the Convention is for the most part so general that
some implication of terms is necessary, and the case law of the European court shows that the court has
been willing to imply terms into the Convention when it was judged necessary or plainly right to do so.
But the process of implication is one to be carried out with caution, if the risk is to be averted that the
contracting parties may, by judicial interpretation, become bound by obligations which they did not
expressly accept and might not have been willing to accept. As an important constitutional instrument
the Convention is to be seen as a 'living tree capable of growth and expansion within its natural limits'
(Edwards v Attorney General for Canada [1930] AC 124, 136 per Lord Sankey LC), but those limits
will often call for very careful consideration.
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Thus, while the British courts now have an express mandate to cite European decisions in
national human rights cases, the benefits for dialogue of such a mandate are limited by
considerations of an institutional and democratic nature, reflecting a concern about the appropriate
roles of the national and international court, even when directly linked by treaty and legislation. It is
also an approach that can be reconciled with that taken by the South African Constitutional Court in
the recent samesex marriage case by the recognition that both courts are trying to respect the
legislative intentions underlying their constitutional mandates to consider the international law.
After all, the framers of their mandates went to some effort to give them guidance.
C The Irish Approach
Ireland, interestingly, has followed suit, adding a statutory incorporation of the European
Convention on Human Rights to a domestic legal regime with a preexisting and longestablished
bill of rights with the status of supreme law.65 The Constitution of Ireland, or Bunreacht na
hÉireann, was enacted in 1937 and remains the supreme law of Ireland. Any law or measure of the
Irish State must comply with its provisions.66 While intended primarily as an instrument for the
consolidation of independence, the Irish Constitution contains a few provisions on the protection of
individual rights, the majority of which are found in Articles 40 to 44 under the heading
"Fundamental Rights". These Articles recognise and protect the right to equality before the law; the
right to personal liberty; the right to freedom of association, expression and assembly; and other
rights relating to education, religion and the family. They thus serve as Ireland's bill of rights, with
the further addition of Article 40.3.1° which provides: "The State guarantees in its laws to respect,
and, as far as practicable, by its laws to defend and vindicate the personal rights of the citizen."
Since 1965, and the landmark judgment of Ryan v AttorneyGeneral,67 the Irish Supreme Court
has held that this broad but vaguely worded guarantee of protection for "personal rights" extends not
only to those rights specifically enumerated in the constitution, but also to a number of
"unspecified", "implied" or "unenumerated" rights, which have been left to be "discovered" by the
Irish courts.68 These unspecified personal rights are wideranging in scope and add, for example, the
right to bodily integrity,69 the right to marital privacy,70 and an express right to be presumed
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innocent,71 to the protective fold of a constitution written in 1937. A helpful catalogue of the
unenumerated rights "discovered" since 1965 can be found in the 1996 Report of the Constitution
Review Group.72
The protection of "personal rights" also allows the Irish Constitution to contain a constantly
evolving bill of rights, the malleability of which can provide a fruitful ground for challenging the
acts and decisions of the Irish State given the robust power of judicial review accorded to Ireland's
highest courts.73 It can also lead to rights colliding, with the Irish courts embracing a balancing or
proportionality approach, but without a fixed set of criteria (or "Oakes test" to use the Canadian
catchphrase74) for determining the appropriate balance.
It is also clear from this malleability that the Irish Constitution can easily protect the rights
found in the European Convention on Human Rights,75 as well as those contained in other human
rights treaties to which Ireland is a contracting party. But Ireland follows a strict dualist approach
with respect to the domestic application of conventional international law, and because the
Oireachtas76 had (until recently) incorporated few human rights treaties into Irish law, their
provisions could not be relied upon directly in an Irish court. This principle was expressly
confirmed by the Irish Supreme Court in 1960,77 ironically in a case that later went on to become
the first decided case before the European Court of Human Rights.78
It is also a legal position that matched the general attitude of the Irish Bar and Bench, which
traditionally did not refer to international instruments, nor to international decisions, in Irish legal
proceedings. This attitude is wellillustrated in the decision of Finucane v McMahon,79 which was
published soon after the decision of the European Court of Human Rights in Soering v United
Kingdom,80 but did not refer to it, despite the fact that both courts ruled that extradition could be
refused where there was a probable risk that a fugitive's fundamental rights would not be adequately
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protected in the receiving state. This is all the more surprising when one realises that Supreme Court
Justice Brian Walsh took part in both decisions, being the Irish Judge on what was then a parttime
European Court of Human Rights. On the other hand, perhaps this fact suggests a conscious
decision on the part of Justice Walsh not to confuse his work in one jurisdiction with his work in
another. The closest Walsh comes to suggesting even an implicit link to the Soering decision is his
statement that:81
Neither should our courts ignore the answerability of the State to the organs of the European Convention
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms if a fugitive offender is handed over to any other state,
whether a member of the Council of Europe or not, where the courts are not satisfied that his treatment
there would not be in breach of the rights protected by the Convention.

In any event, the "unarticulated euroskeptism" of the Irish Supreme Court, as Donncha
O'Connell has termed it,82 or even a more generalised sense of antipathy towards international
sources, served to bolster the steadfast view of the Irish courts that an unincorporated human rights
treaty cannot form part of Irish law. On occasion the European Convention on Human Rights might
have had a persuasive influence, prompting a thriving commentary throughout the 1980s and 1990s
on the Convention's possible role within Irish proceedings, but the position of the Irish courts was
nonetheless constitutionally respectful. Ireland's strict dualist approach to international law is in fact
required by its Constitution, with Articles 15.2.1º and 29.6 vesting the "sole and exclusive power of
making laws for the State" in the Oireachtas and providing expressly that "no international
agreement shall be part of the domestic law of the State save as may be determined by the
Oireachtas."
This remains the Irish position, although the status of the European Convention on Human
Rights has now changed with the coming into force of the European Convention on Human Rights
Act 2003,83 which expressly enables further effect to be given to the Convention, as well as four of
its substantive Protocols (Nos 2, 4, 6 and 7), within Irish law. Although this legislation does not
incorporate the Convention directly into the Irish Constitution – a route recommended against by the
Constitution Review Group in 1996 for fear it would diminish the protection afforded to personal
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rights84 – it does incorporate the Convention at a subconstitutional level, allowing the treaty (and
its associated jurisprudence) to serve as a tool for interpretation85 and a guide for the performance of
state functions.86
It is a mode of incorporation similar to that embraced by the British HRA, and frankly,
deliberately so, given the desire expressed within the Belfast Peace Agreement of 199887 to ensure
equivalent levels of protection for human rights in the north and south of Ireland. And like the
British HRA, the Irish incorporation legislation provides an express mandate for the judicial
consideration of European decisions to ensure that "due account" is taken of the principles laid
down within.88 While there is, as yet, no case law discussing the nature of this "judicial notice"
obligation, some may be forthcoming given the Irish High Court's dismissal of an attempt by
Ryanair to have struck out a claim by its pilots' union in which the domestic impact (and correct
interpretation) of a European judgment concerning the Convention right to freedom of association
will play a crucial part.89

III

THE ABSENT OBLIGATION TO CONSIDER INTERNATIONAL CASE LAW

Following the enactment of the Canada Act 1982, Canada's constitutional order gained an
entrenched bill of rights known as the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. As a component of
the Constitution of Canada, the Charter is part of Canada's supreme law and "any law that is
inconsistent with the provisions of the Constitution is, to the extent of the inconsistency, of no force
or effect."90 As with other bills of rights, the Charter restricts the government's ability to infringe
certain human rights guarantees, although these guarantees are not absolute. A general limitation
clause, found in section 1 of the Charter, makes it clear that all Charter rights are "subject only to
such reasonable limits prescribed by law as can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic
society," thus authorising the weighing of individual rights against competing community interests
according to a balancing test named after the wellknown case of Oakes.91
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But the domestic importance of Canada's Charter does not mean that it should be viewed in a
vacuum. As a codification of human rights guarantees viewed as fundamental, the Charter clearly
has an international heritage, with its provisions having been influenced, if not borrowed, from
preceding human rights treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights,92 to which Canada had become bound just six years prior. The rights protected by the
Covenant, including those to life, liberty and humane treatment, the rights to equality and a fair trial,
and the freedoms of expression, religion and assembly are all rights protected within Canada by the
Charter, although in some cases with less specificity. While the Charter does not expressly
incorporate the Covenant into domestic law, and thus contains no express obligation to consider
either its terms or its associated jurisprudence, Canada's periodic reports to the treaty's monitoring
body, the UN Human Rights Committee, clearly show that Canada relies on the Charter to meet its
Covenant obligations.
And yet Canadian case law reveals surprisingly few references to Canada's obligations under the
Covenant, let alone their interpretation by the Human Rights Committee in concrete cases of alleged
violation. A passing reference is made by the Supreme Court of Canada to several Committee views
in the childspanking case of Canadian Foundation for Children, Youth and the Law v Attorney
General (Canada),93 but the Court does not even provide the case names, thus treating the
Committee's views as just another UN report. A better example of a Supreme Court citation of, and
engagement with, a Committee view is found in the hate speech case of R v Keegstra,94 but this case
was decided in 1990, leaving over a decade of silence in the "dialogue" embraced by Justice
L'HeureuxDubé.95 Such silence stands in contrast with the Court's apparent openness to citing
European jurisprudence, which of course has no formal link to Canada. Is it the absence of an
express obligation or legislative mandate to consider the views of the international body charged
with monitoring Canada's compliance with its human rights treaty obligations that accounts for this
silence? Or are Canadian judges choosing not to "communicate" with the members of the UN
Human Rights Committee for some other reason?
If the reason is one of disagreement with the views of the UN Human Rights Committee, or a
lack of confidence in its reasoning, then a citation saying so may well serve to improve the output of
the Human Rights Committee. Committee decisions, such as that in the deportation case of Judge v
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Canada,96 clearly show that the international body is receptive to the consideration of the domestic
case law of the state against which the complaint is made, with the Committee in Judge citing the
Supreme Court of Canada's decision in United States v Burns97 to bolster the conclusion that there is
a broadening international consensus in favour of the abolition of the death penalty. And yet the
Supreme Court of Canada, despite its citation to a litany of international sources in Burns, makes no
mention of the Committee's decisions in the clearly related cases of Kindler v Canada and Ng v
Canada, both of which proceeded from the Canadian national arena to the international plane.98 By
contrast, both the domestic and international decisions in Kindler and Ng have been cited by the
South African Constitutional Court.99 The Committee's views in Kindler have also been cited by the
New Zealand Supreme Court.100
Like Canada, New Zealand lacks an express obligation in its domestic law to consider the
decisions of an international tribunal to which New Zealand is linked by treaty. But unlike Canada,
the New Zealand courts seem to have found an implied mandate to consider the Covenant and its
associated jurisprudence within the preamble to the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990, which
clearly states that one of the Act's purposes is "to affirm New Zealand's commitment to the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights." As a result, one can find references to Human
Rights Committee decisions in New Zealand judgments.101 However, as in South Africa and the
United Kingdom, when interpreting a New Zealand law, even one intended to incorporate New
Zealand's international obligations into domestic law, the New Zealand courts are not bound to
adopt the interpretations offered by the Human Rights Committee. Instead, the Committee's
decisions are considered by the New Zealand courts to be of "considerable persuasive authority".102
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V

CONCLUSION

The ratification and then incorporation into domestic law of an international human rights treaty
raises several democratic dilemmas. By their very nature, international human rights treaties are
intended to create lasting legal regimes that adapt over time to meet changing realities and
contemporary mores. Yet their constantly evolving nature can also challenge the democratic
underpinnings of a state's acceptance of their obligations, particularly when a treaty's current
interpretation at the international level is one to which the state's domestic organs would have never
given their consent twenty or thirty years prior. In such circumstances, withdrawal may seem the
only democratic option for the state concerned.
Yet, while the bluntness of such an approach offers domestic clarity, other states have embraced
a more subtle approach in their attempts to address the democratic implications that inevitably arise
from the ratification, and then implementation, of a human rights treaty. The means chosen to
incorporate the European Convention on Human Rights into the domestic law of both Ireland and
the United Kingdom provide a recent example, as does South Africa's experience with
constitutionallyrequired consideration of international and foreign law. In essence, these states have
opted for a more subtle form of treaty incorporation that requires their domestic authorities to "take
into account" the human rights treaty and its evolving interpretations, whether positive or negative,
but all stop short of making the obligations and jurisprudence automatically binding under domestic
law.
Some may complain that this method of reconciling a state's international commitments with its
domestic law is weak, ineffective, or possibly disingenuous with respect to the protection of
universal human rights guarantees. But it is likely the most democratic means of incorporation since
to do otherwise would give an international body the power to determine the domestic meaning of
what have become domestic rights. This indirect method of domestic incorporation, and the
dialogue it entails, is also more in keeping with the democratic underpinnings of the treaty itself,
given the degree of variance, or "margin of appreciation", allowed by international human rights
treaties with respect to the domestic implementation of their obligations, at least in areas where a
consensus in interpretation has yet to be achieved. Canada's dilemma is that it is more like the
United States than many are willing to acknowledge, with its constitution lacking the imperative to
consider international law, including the interpretation of that law by its associated international
tribunals.
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