
Glossary

Accession
The act whereby a state becomes a party to a treaty already negotiated and signed 
by other states. It has the same legal force as ratification. Accession usually occurs 
after the treaty has entered into force.

Adoption
Approval of the final text of a convention by the committee which wrote it. It is then 
open for signatures, ratification or accession.

Convention
An international agreement among nations. Such agreements may have different 
names: treaty, covenant, convention or pact.

Covenant
See “Convention”

Enter into Force
The treaty becomes a legal document. Agreement is reached on the number of 
country ratifications needed before a convention is considered enforceable. This 
number varies, from a few as two (in the case of International Labour Organisation 
conventions) to as many as 35 (in the case of human rights covenants) and is 
specified in the final text. The convention “enters into force” after the required number 
of ratifications has been received.

Protocol
An addition to the original text of a convention. It may include further agreements or 
it may involve amendments to the original text because of new circumstances. It can 
be procedural (i.e. it outlines the mechanisms for presenting a claim) or substantive 
(i.e. it relates to the subject matter of the claim)

Ratification
The legal act by which a country that has signed the convention agrees to be bound 
by its provisions; usually ratification requires that the national legislative body agrees 
to the convention. A certain number of country ratifications are required before a 
convention comes into force.

Reservation
When a country specifies that it will not accept certain provisions at the time of 
ratification. Reservations can also refer to which dependent territories are covered 
or not covered by the provisions. Some conventions have a provision prohibiting 
reservations.

Signature
Indicates that a country supports the purposes of the document, but is not legally 
committed to comply with the provisions until the country’s legislature officially  
ratifies it.

States Parties
The name by which those countries that have ratified or accepted to a convention are 
known. The terms of the convention are binding only upon states parties.

Succession
Means that a newly formed state has agreed to inherit the treaty obligations of its 
predecessor.

Treaty
See Convention. A treaty is more likely to cover political relations among countries 
while conventions deal with human rights, administrative and technical matters.
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