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ABSTRACT  

Arbitration clauses are pivotal in international trade contracts, providing a structured 

mechanism for resolving disputes outside traditional court systems. These clauses states that 

parties agree to submit their disputes to an arbitrator or panel, ensuring a fair resolution that is 

much faster and more cost-effective than litigation. In the context of international trade, 

where parties often work under diverse legal systems, arbitration offers a neutral place, 

reducing risks of jurisdictional bias. The enforceability of arbitral awards globally is 

facilitated by conventions like the New York Convention of 1958, enhances their appeal, as 

awards are recognized in over 160 countries. Arbitration clauses can be structured to specify 

the governing law, arbitration institution, seat, and procedural rules, offering flexibility to 

address the issues of cross-border transactions. However, challenges such as high costs, 

limited appeal options, and potential procedural inconsistencies across jurisdictions persist. 

Effective drafting of arbitration clauses is crucial to ensure clarity and enforceability, 

avoiding disputes over interpretation. By protecting predictability and trust, arbitration 

clauses remains the pillar of international trade contracts, balancing efficiency with fairness 

in dispute resolution. 

ARBITRATION CLAUSES IN INTERNATIONAL TRADE CONTRACTS  

Arbitration clauses are critical components of international trade contracts, serving as the 

backbone for dispute resolution in cross-border commercial relationships. These clauses 

provide the framework for how disputes will be resolved, the procedural rules to be followed, 

the law governing the arbitration, and the location (or seat) of arbitration. Poorly drafted 

arbitration clauses can result in costly jurisdictional disputes, enforcement challenges, and 
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procedural delays. Therefore, understanding the key elements of effective arbitration clauses 

is essential for ensuring smooth dispute resolution in the complex arena of international trade. 

1. Drafting Effective Arbitration Clauses 

The effectiveness of an arbitration clause depends heavily on the precision and clarity with 

which it is drafted. Unlike standard litigation processes, where national laws provide default 

procedures, arbitration depends largely on the parties’ agreement. This means that any 

ambiguity in the clause can lead to major disagreements later on.2 

Key Elements of a Well-Drafted Clause: 

1. Clear Intention to Arbitrate: The clause must unequivocally state that all disputes 

arising out of or in connection with the contract will be resolved by arbitration. 

Ambiguity here can lead to jurisdictional challenges. 

2. Scope of the Clause: A broad and inclusive scope (any dispute arising out of or in 

connection with this contract) ensures that both contractual and related non-

contractual disputes are covered. 

3. Choice of Arbitral Rules: Naming a specific institutional framework (e.g., ICC, SIAC) 

or adopting UNCITRAL rules gives certainty regarding procedural matters. 

4. Number and Method of Appointment of Arbitrators: It is common to agree to either a 

sole arbitrator or a panel of three. The clause should specify how arbitrators will be 

appointed.3 

5. Seat (Legal Place) of Arbitration: This determines the procedural law applicable to the 

arbitration (lex arbitri) and which courts have supervisory jurisdiction. 

6. Language of Arbitration: Specifying the language prevents procedural delays and 

translation disputes. 

7. Governing Law of the Contract: Parties often confuse this with the law governing 

arbitration, but both should be separately identified in a contract. 

                                                
2Puig, S. (2014). Social capital in the arbitration market. European Journal of International Law, 25(2), 387–

424 
3Reif, L. C. (2000). Conciliation as a mechanism for the resolution of international economic and business 

disputes. Fordham International Law Journal, 25(5), 1300–1350 
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8. Confidentiality Clause: Although many arbitration rules provide for confidentiality, 

explicitly stating this in the clause adds a layer of protection. 

9. Enforceability Consideration: The clause should be aligned with the New York 

Convention standards to ensure that any resulting award is internationally 

enforceable. 

MODEL ARBITRATION CLAUSE: 

Any dispute, controversy or claim arising out of or relating to this contract, or the breach, 

termination or invalidity thereof, shall be settled by arbitration in accordance with the Rules 

of Arbitration of the [chosen institution], by [one/three] arbitrator(s) appointed in 

accordance with the said Rules. The seat of arbitration shall be [City, Country]. The 

language of the arbitration shall be [Language]. The governing law of the contract shall be 

[Jurisdiction]. 

2. Choice of Seat and Governing Law 

The choice of seat (also called the place of arbitration) is a central element in the arbitration 

agreement, as it influences several legal aspects of the arbitration process, including: 

 The procedural law governing the arbitration (lex arbitri) 

 The authority of local courts to intervene 

 The enforceability and recognition of the arbitral award 

Factors to Consider While Choosing a Seat: 

1. Pro-Arbitration Legal Framework: The chosen country should have national laws 

compatible with the UNCITRAL Model Law or otherwise support international 

arbitration. 

2. Judicial Attitude Towards Arbitration: Courts should have a reputation for minimal 

interference, speedy enforcement, and upholding arbitral autonomy. 

3. Neutrality: Especially in cross-border disputes, a neutral third-country seat may avoid 

perceptions of bias. 
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4. Availability of Infrastructure and Expertise: Countries with established arbitration 

centers (e.g., Singapore, London, Paris) offer better institutional support and 

professional arbitrators.4 

Governing Law vs. Lex Arbitri: 

While the seat determines the procedural law of arbitration, the governing law (or substantive 

law) governs the interpretation of the underlying contract. The two can be different: 

 A contract may be governed by English law while the arbitration is seated in 

Singapore. 

 Disputes about interpretation of the contract will refer to English law, while 

procedural disputes (e.g., arbitrator appointment) will be governed by Singapore’s 

Arbitration Act. 

Failure to specify either may result in uncertainty and delays due to jurisdictional challenges. 

3. Institutional vs. Ad Hoc Arbitration 

One of the key decisions in drafting arbitration clauses is choosing between institutional 

arbitration and ad hoc arbitration. Each has its own set of advantages and disadvantages. 

Institutional Arbitration:5 

This refers to arbitration administered by a recognized institution, such as: 

 ICC (International Chamber of Commerce) 

 LCIA (London Court of International Arbitration) 

 SIAC (Singapore International Arbitration Centre) 

 SCC (Stockholm Chamber of Commerce) 

 CIETAC (China International Economic and Trade Arbitration Commission) 

Advantages: 

 Pre-established rules and procedures 

                                                
4Abdel Wahab, M. S., Ferrari, F., & de Mestral, A. (Eds.). (2012). Convergence and divergence in international 

arbitration. Kluwer Law International 
5Blackaby, N., Partasides, C., Redfern, A., & Hunter, M. (2023). Redfern and Hunter on international 

arbitration (7th ed.). Oxford University Press 
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 Administrative support (e.g., appointment of arbitrators, timelines) 

 Finality and enforcement of awards through established mechanisms 

 Credibility and international recognition 

Disadvantages: 

 Higher costs due to administrative and registration fees 

 Less procedural flexibility 

Ad Hoc Arbitration: 

Here, arbitration is conducted without institutional supervision. Parties may adopt established 

procedural rules (such as UNCITRAL Arbitration Rules) or design their own. 

Advantages: 

 Cost-effective due to absence of institutional fees 

 Maximum procedural flexibility 

 Suitable for less complex or low-value disputes 

Disadvantages: 

 Risk of procedural impasse if parties cannot agree on arbitrators 

 Lack of administrative support 

 Delays in managing procedural matters6 

Choosing Between the Two: 

The choice often depends on the complexity and value of the dispute, the parties’ familiarity 

with arbitration, and the need for procedural control versus administrative ease. For high-

stakes or complex cross-border contracts, institutional arbitration is generally preferred. 

4. Multi-Tiered Dispute Resolution Clauses 

                                                
6Park, W. W. (2012). Arbitration of international business disputes: Studies in law and practice (2nd ed.). 

Oxford University Press 
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Modern international contracts increasingly incorporate multi-tiered dispute resolution 

clauses, which establish a staged process for resolving disputes. A typical clause might 

provide for: 

1. Negotiation between parties as a first step 

2. Mediation or conciliation if negotiation fails 

3. Arbitration as a final and binding stage 

This approach is often referred to as “med-arb” (mediation followed by arbitration) or “arb-

med-arb”. 

Benefits of Multi-Tiered Clauses: 

 Encourages amicable resolution, preserving commercial relationships 

 Reduces costs by avoiding arbitration when resolution is achieved early 

 Facilitates structured escalation, reducing adversarial tension 

Challenges and Legal Considerations: 

 Enforceability: Courts may dismiss arbitration if prior steps (e.g., negotiation or 

mediation) were not properly followed. 

 Ambiguity: Clauses should clearly state whether initial steps are mandatory or 

optional, and include defined timeframes. 

 Confidentiality and neutrality: If the same individual acts as both mediator and 

arbitrator, issues of impartiality can arise.7 

Sample Clause: 

In the event of any dispute arising out of or in relation to this Agreement, the parties shall 

first attempt to resolve the dispute through good faith negotiations. If the dispute remains 

unresolved within 30 days, the parties shall submit the matter to mediation under the [Rules] 

of [Institution]. If the dispute is not resolved through mediation within 60 days, it shall be 

finally resolved by arbitration in accordance with the [Institution’s] Arbitration Rules. 

                                                
7Park, W. W. (2012). Arbitration of international business disputes: Studies in law and practice (2nd ed.). 

Oxford University Press 
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Best Practices and Recommendations 

1. Seek Legal Advice: Given the technicality of arbitration clauses, it is crucial to 

involve legal counsel familiar with international arbitration. 

2. Avoid Pathological Clauses: These are clauses that are vague, internally inconsistent, 

or silent on key procedural matters. 

3. Tailor the Clause to the Relationship: Consider the commercial realities, potential 

jurisdictions, and level of trust between parties. 

4. Ensure Compatibility with Enforceability Norms: Arbitration clauses should meet the 

requirements under the New York Convention and other relevant legal instruments to 

ensure international enforceability of awards. 

5. Use Institutional Templates: Many arbitral institutions provide model clauses that are 

well-drafted and legally tested.8 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, arbitration clauses are very important in international trade contracts, offering 

a reliable, neutral, and efficient mechanism for resolving disputes across diverse legal 

systems. By providing frameworks like the New York Convention, these clauses ensure 

global enforceability, Protecting trust and stability in cross-border transactions. Their 

flexibility allows parties to tailor procedures to specific needs, enhancing their utility in 

complex commercial relationships. Despite challenges such as costs and limited appeal 

options, well-drafted arbitration clauses mitigate risks and promote fairness. As global trade 

continues to expand, arbitration clauses will remain a vital tool, balancing efficiency with 

equitable dispute resolution. 

 

                                                
8Park, W. W. (2012). Arbitration of international business disputes: Studies in law and practice (2nd ed.). 
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