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Analysing Successes and Limitations of International Mechanisms 


I INTRODUCTION
In an increasingly interconnected world, international legal mechanisms are essential for managing global conflicts, safeguarding human rights, and preventing global crisis. From protecting vulnerable populations to controlling the spread of nuclear weapons and resolving disputes between states, these mechanisms operate on the principle that cooperative rules can maintain order in the absence of a single global authority. Yet their effectiveness is challenged by enforcement powers, political will, and state sovereignty. This article examines three of many key mechanisms: Responsibility to Protect, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and the Permanent Court of Arbitration, to illustrate both the promises and limitations of international law in addressing diverse and ongoing global challenges.

II REPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT
The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine has, in certain contexts, been effective in safeguarding individual rights, most notably during the 2011 Libya conflict. R2P seeks to ensure that the international community can respond to mass crimes, including genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.[footnoteRef:1] Its implementation in Libya demonstrated one of the first successful authorisations of international intervention under this framework.[footnoteRef:2] The intervention occurred within a month to prevent an anticipated massacre, highlighting the responsiveness of the mechanism and its capacity to protect civilian populations.[footnoteRef:3] The involvement of multiple intergovernmental organisations, including the United Nations and NATO, further reflected the doctrine’s ability to promote global cooperation in addressing humanitarian crises. This coordinated response enabled an aerial intervention that minimised the need for ground troops and reduced the likelihood of prolonged occupation, which could have escalated the conflict.[footnoteRef:4] Reports at the time indicated reduced civilian casualties and minimal military losses, underscoring the effectiveness of R2P in protecting both citizens and troops. [1:  Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, 'What Is R2P? - Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect', Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect (Web Page, 17 September 2025) <https://www.globalr2p.org/what-is-r2p/#:~:text=The%20Responsibility%20to%20Protect%20%E2%80%93%20known,act%20in%20accordance%20with%20it.>.]  [2:  Ramesh Thakur, ‘Has R2P Worked in Libya?’, The Sydney Morning Herald (online, 18 September 2011) <https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/has-r2p-worked-in-libya-20110918-1wqqb.html>.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.] 


However, the application of R2P has not been consistently effective. The ongoing conflict in Syria since 2011 demonstrates its limitations. Despite the scale of humanitarian violations, the doctrine was not successfully implemented, largely due to the use of veto powers within the United Nations Security Council.[footnoteRef:5] Opposition from Russia prevented collective intervention, allowing the conflict to persist. This highlights a fundamental weakness in the doctrine’s reliance on political consensus and raises questions about its enforceability. While R2P proved effective in Libya, its failure in Syria illustrates the need for clearer guidelines and stronger mechanisms for intervention. [5:  David Rieff, ‘As Syrians Suffer, Do We Stand by or Send in the Troops?’, The Sydney Morning Herald (Web Page, 4 March 2012)
<https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/as-syrians-suffer-do-we-stand-by-or-send-in-the-troops-20120304-1ub06.html>.] 

III NUCLEAR NON-PROLIFERATION TREATY
The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 1968 (NPT) has been a significant instrument in maintaining global security and responding to the evolving nature of world order. As a binding international agreement, the treaty seeks to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and promote disarmament.[footnoteRef:6] The NPT’s responsiveness is reflected in its near-universal membership, with 191 participating states, making it one of the most widely adhered-to arms control agreements in history.[footnoteRef:7] It established a framework for international cooperation and created incentives for states to refrain from developing nuclear weapons. The treaty has contributed to limiting the number of nuclear-armed states and has encouraged collaborative disarmament initiatives, including the Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Initiative (NPDI), a cross-regional group of 12 countries, including Australia.[footnoteRef:8] NPDI focuses on the implementation of the 2010 NPT ’64-Point Action Plan’ to implement the disarmament goal encapsulated in the NPT.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  ‘Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)’, United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (Web Page, 2025)
<https://disarmament.unoda.org/en/our-work/weapons-mass-destruction/nuclear-weapons/treaty-non-proliferation-nuclear-weapons#:~:text=The%20NPT%20is%20a%20landmark,the%20five%20nuclear%2Dweapon%20States.>.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  ‘Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Initiative (NPDI)’, The Nuclear Threat Initiative (Web Page, 11 September 2025)
<https://www.nti.org/education-center/treaties-and-regimes/non-proliferation-and-disarmament-initiative-npdi/>.]  [9:  Ibid.] 

Through these efforts, the NPT has provided a legal and diplomatic structure for addressing nuclear threats and maintaining global stability. However, its effectiveness is constrained by challenges in enforcement. State sovereignty limits the ability of international bodies to respond to breaches, and key nuclear-capable states have failed to comply fully with its objectives. North Korea’s continued expansion of its nuclear capabilities illustrates the treaty’s limitations in preventing non-compliance. Accordingly, while the NPT has played a major role in shaping global nuclear policy, its success remains dependent on ongoing cooperation and broader ratification.
IV PERMANENT COURT OF ARBITRATION
The Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) has demonstrated mixed effectiveness in resolving international disputes. Established to facilitate arbitration between states, the PCA aims to provide peaceful mechanisms for dispute resolution and promote international stability.[footnoteRef:10] In some instances, it has achieved meaningful outcomes. The 2018 dispute between Timor-Leste and Australia regarding the Greater Sunrise oil and gas fields illustrates the PCA’s capacity to facilitate negotiation and produce a just resolution.[footnoteRef:11] The use of UN-backed conciliation mechanisms enabled both states to reach an agreement, highlighting the potential effectiveness of arbitration in supporting peaceful conflict resolution.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  ‘Response to the Questionnaire on the Topic “Settlement of International Disputes to Which International Organizations Are Parties”’, United Nations (Web Page, 2025) <https://legal.un.org/ilc/sessions/75/pdfs/english/sdio_pca.pdf>.]  [11:  Donald Rothwell, ‘Australia and Timor-Leste: The 2018 Timor Sea Treaty’, The Strategist (Web Page, 14 March 2018)
<https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-timor-leste-2018-timor-sea-treaty/#:~:text=The%202018%20Timor%20Sea%20Treaty%20was%20signed,there's%20an%20onshore%20LNG%20plant%20in%20Australia>.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

However, the PCA’s effectiveness is significantly limited where states refuse to recognise its authority. The South China Sea dispute demonstrates these challenges. China’s interference in other nations’ exclusive economic zones exhibits a failure to comply with the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea.[footnoteRef:13] Its state sovereignty is the main barrier that impairs PCA’s effectiveness in enforcing international treaties, highlighting a key weakness of international courts such as the PCA. From Australia’s perspective, their interests and relationship with China is being tested, as the South China Sea dispute has escalated towards Australian seas.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, China continues to claim more than 80% of the SCS, exhibiting a lack of effective enforceability of PCA’s decision.[footnoteRef:15] China’s continued assertion of control over large areas of the region, despite international rulings, reflects the limitations of enforcement in international law. State sovereignty remains a major barrier, restricting the ability of courts and tribunals to compel compliance. The ongoing nature of the dispute underscores the PCA’s inability to enforce decisions where powerful states decline to cooperate. This highlights a broader weakness within international legal systems, where authority depends largely on voluntary participation and political willingness. [13:  Centre of Preventative Action, ‘Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea | Global Conflict Tracker’, Global Conflict Tracker (Web Page, 2024)
<https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea>.]  [14:  Susannah Patton, ‘What Should Australia Be Doing about the South China Sea?’, Lowy Institute (Web Page, 2025)
<https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/what-should-australia-be-doing-about-south-china-sea>.]  [15:  Priscilla A Tacujan, ‘Revisiting China’s Rationale for Its South China Sea Claims’, U.S. Naval Institute (Web Page, 6 August 2024)
<https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2024/august/revisiting-chinas-rationale-its-south-china-sea-claims>.] 


V CONCLUSION
International mechanisms such as R2P, the NPT, and the PCA illustrate both the strengths and limitations of global legal responses. While these frameworks have, at times, protected individual rights, prevented escalation of conflict, and facilitated dispute resolution, their effectiveness is frequently constrained by political realities and state sovereignty. The success of R2P in Libya, the global cooperation fostered by the NPT, and the PCA’s role in resolving disputes such as Timor-Leste demonstrate the potential of international legal mechanisms. However, failures in contexts such as Syria, North Korea, and the South China Sea reveal the structural limitations of enforcement and compliance. Ultimately, the effectiveness of international law depends on sustained cooperation between states. Without stronger commitments and more consistent adherence, the gap between international legal principles and their practical application will continue to challenge the protection of global order and individual rights. 
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