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Extradition is one of the oldest and most important mechanisms of international criminal 

law. It enables states to cooperate in combating crime by transferring individuals accused or 

convicted of criminal offenses from one jurisdiction to another. In an increasingly 

interconnected world, where criminals can easily cross national borders, extradition plays a 

vital role in ensuring that offenders do not evade justice by seeking refuge in foreign countries. 

At the same time, extradition proceedings raise significant human rights concerns, particularly 

when the requested individual faces a risk of torture, persecution, unfair trial, or other serious 

violations of fundamental rights in the requesting state. 

One of the most important safeguards against such abuses is the principle of non-

refoulement. This principle prohibits states from transferring individuals to countries where 

they face a real risk of persecution, torture, or other forms of inhuman treatment. Although 

originally developed in refugee law, non-refoulement has evolved into a broader principle of 

international human rights law and now significantly influences extradition decisions around 

the world. 

This article examines the relationship between extradition and the principle of non-

refoulement. It explores the legal foundations of extradition, the development of non-

refoulement in international law, the methods used by courts to assess human rights risks, and 

the challenges of balancing international criminal justice cooperation with the protection of 

fundamental human rights. 

Extradition is a formal legal process through which one state surrenders an individual to 

another state for prosecution or punishment. The process is generally governed by bilateral or 

multilateral treaties, domestic legislation, and principles of international law. The primary 

objectives of extradition are to prevent impunity, strengthen international cooperation, and 

ensure effective law enforcement across borders. 

Several principles govern extradition. Among the most important are the principle of dual 

criminality, which requires that the alleged conduct be criminal in both states, and the principle 

of specialty, which limits prosecution to the offenses for which extradition was granted. Many 

legal systems also recognize exceptions related to political offenses, military offenses, and 

human rights concerns. 

Historically, extradition was viewed mainly as a matter of state sovereignty and diplomatic 

cooperation. However, the increasing importance of international human rights law has 
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transformed extradition into a process that must balance state interests with the protection of 

individual rights. Modern extradition law therefore incorporates numerous safeguards designed 

to prevent unjust transfers. 

The principle of non-refoulement is widely regarded as a cornerstone of international 

human rights protection. The concept emerged primarily through refugee law and was codified 

in Article 33(1) of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. The provision 

prohibits states from expelling or returning a refugee to territories where their life or freedom 

would be threatened because of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social 

group, or political opinion. 

Over time, the principle expanded beyond refugee law. It became firmly embedded in 

international human rights law through instruments such as the United Nations Convention 

against Torture (CAT), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), and 

various regional human rights conventions. Today, non-refoulement applies not only to 

refugees but also to any individual facing a substantial risk of torture, cruel treatment, or serious 

human rights violations. 

The principle has acquired particular importance in extradition cases. Courts increasingly 

recognize that states cannot avoid their human rights obligations simply because a transfer 

occurs through extradition rather than deportation or expulsion. Consequently, extradition 

requests must be carefully examined to ensure that the transfer does not expose an individual 

to prohibited treatment. 

Before granting extradition, authorities must assess whether the requested person faces a 

real risk of serious harm. Several categories of human rights concerns are particularly relevant. 

The prohibition of torture is universally recognized as an absolute norm of international 

law. No exceptional circumstances can justify torture, and states are prohibited from 

transferring individuals to countries where torture is likely. Courts often examine reports from 

international organizations, human rights bodies, and non-governmental organizations when 

evaluating such risks. 

Many states, particularly in Europe, refuse extradition when the requested person may face 

the death penalty. This approach reflects the growing international movement toward abolition. 

In such cases, extradition may only be permitted if the requesting state provides credible 

assurances that the death sentence will neither be imposed nor carried out. 

Extradition may also be denied when criminal proceedings are being used as a tool of 

political persecution. Individuals accused of crimes may in reality be targeted because of their 

political beliefs, religious affiliation, ethnic identity, or opposition activities. Courts must 

therefore distinguish between legitimate criminal prosecution and politically motivated 

persecution. 

The right to a fair trial is a fundamental human right recognized by numerous international 

instruments. Extradition may be incompatible with human rights obligations if the requested 

individual is likely to face a biased judiciary, lack access to legal representation, or be denied 

basic procedural guarantees. 

Prison conditions have become an increasingly important consideration in extradition 

proceedings. Severe overcrowding, inadequate medical care, violence, and degrading treatment 
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may create conditions that violate international human rights standards. Courts frequently 

evaluate detention conditions before approving extradition requests. 

Courts play a central role in protecting individuals against unlawful extradition. The 

assessment generally focuses on whether there are substantial grounds for believing that the 

individual faces a real risk of prohibited treatment. 

Judges typically rely on multiple sources of evidence, including official government 

reports, decisions of international tribunals, reports issued by the United Nations, findings of 

regional human rights institutions, and expert testimony. The burden of proof often involves 

demonstrating that the risk is real, foreseeable, and individualized. 

An important aspect of judicial review is the requirement to consider both general 

conditions in the requesting state and the specific circumstances of the individual concerned. 

A country may generally respect human rights, yet a particular person may still face serious 

risks because of political activity, religion, ethnicity, or personal circumstances. 

European states generally apply robust human rights protections in extradition 

proceedings. The jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights has significantly 

influenced national courts. The landmark case of Soering v. United Kingdom established that 

extradition may violate human rights obligations when a person faces treatment incompatible 

with fundamental rights in the requesting state. 

European courts frequently assess prison conditions, risks of torture, fair trial guarantees, 

and death penalty concerns before approving extradition requests. 

The United States places significant emphasis on treaty obligations and international 

cooperation in criminal matters. While human rights concerns are considered, courts often 

grant greater deference to executive branch assessments and diplomatic assurances. The U.S. 

system reflects a stronger focus on effective law enforcement and treaty compliance, although 

constitutional and statutory protections still provide important safeguards. 

Many countries have developed hybrid approaches that seek to reconcile international 

cooperation with human rights obligations. Canada, Australia, and several Latin American 

states increasingly incorporate human rights considerations into extradition proceedings while 

maintaining effective mechanisms for combating transnational crime. 

Diplomatic assurances are promises provided by the requesting state that the extradited 

individual will not be subjected to torture, the death penalty, or other prohibited treatment. 

These assurances are frequently used when human rights concerns might otherwise prevent 

extradition. 

Supporters argue that diplomatic assurances facilitate international cooperation while 

preserving human rights protections. They allow states to prosecute serious offenders without 

violating international obligations. 

Critics, however, question their reliability. They argue that assurances may be difficult to 

monitor and enforce, particularly in states with poor human rights records. If a state has a 

documented history of torture or abuse, promises alone may be insufficient to eliminate the 

risk. 
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The effectiveness of diplomatic assurances therefore depends on several factors, including 

the requesting state's human rights record, the specificity of the assurances, the existence of 

monitoring mechanisms, and the willingness of both states to ensure compliance. 

One of the greatest challenges in modern extradition law is finding an appropriate balance 

between competing interests. On one hand, states have a legitimate interest in prosecuting 

offenders, preventing safe havens for criminals, and maintaining international security. On the 

other hand, states have legal and moral obligations to protect individuals from serious human 

rights violations. 

An overly restrictive approach to extradition may hinder international law enforcement 

efforts and undermine the fight against transnational crime. Conversely, an overly permissive 

approach may expose individuals to torture, persecution, or unfair treatment. Effective 

extradition systems therefore require careful judicial scrutiny, transparent procedures, and 

strong human rights safeguards. 

The principle of non-refoulement has become one of the most significant limitations on 

extradition in contemporary international law. It reflects the recognition that the pursuit of 

justice must not come at the expense of fundamental human rights. Modern extradition law no 

longer focuses solely on state cooperation but also emphasizes the protection of individual 

dignity and security. 

Courts around the world increasingly examine risks such as torture, the death penalty, 

politically motivated prosecution, unfair trials, and inadequate detention conditions before 

authorizing extradition. While approaches vary among jurisdictions, the growing influence of 

human rights law has strengthened safeguards against unlawful transfers. 

Extradition remains an essential instrument for combating transnational crime and 

promoting international cooperation. Nevertheless, its legitimacy depends on ensuring that no 

individual is transferred to a situation where fundamental rights are at serious risk. The 

principle of non-refoulement therefore serves as a crucial bridge between effective 

international criminal justice and the protection of human dignity, ensuring that the pursuit of 

accountability remains consistent with the values of international human rights law. 
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