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The Malaysian judiciary has recently taken a significant
institutional step towards strengthening Malaysia’s position as
a regional dispute resolution centre through the establishment
of the International Commercial and Admiralty Division (ICAD)
at the High Court of Malaya in Kuala Lumpur.

Announced during the Opening of the Legal Year 2026 by the
Right Honourable Chief Justice of Malaysia, Tun Wan Ahmad
Farid Wan Salleh, the initiative signals a deliberate policy
direction to enhance judicial efficiency in cross-border
commercial disputes and to reinforce investor confidence in
Malaysia’s legal infrastructure.

The establishment of ICAD is not merely administrative in
nature.

It reflects a broader recognition that modern international
commerce increasingly requires specialised judicial forums
capable of handling complex, high-value, cross-border
disputes with speed, commercial sophistication, and
procedural flexibility.

The Establishment Of ICAD

In His Lordship’s Opening of the Legal Year 2026 speech [2026]
1 MLJ i, the Chief Justice expressly acknowledged the
importance of judicial confidence in attracting investment and
facilitating international commerce. His Lordship stated that
ICAD would place “greater emphasis on the effective
management and expeditious disposal of commercial cases
involving multinational and international companies.” The
initiative was described as a “practical response to changing
commercial realities” intended to ensure that Malaysian courts
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remain ‘“relevant, responsive, and able to meet the expectations of those who place
their trust in our justice system.”

This policy direction was subsequently operationalised through the Chief Judge of
Malaya’s Practice Direction No. 1 of 2026 concerning the establishment of the ICAD,
High Court of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.

Under the Practice Direction, ICAD is established as a specialised division within the
Kuala Lumpur High Court to hear:

e International commercial cases involving companies registered outside
Malaysia; and

o Admiralty matters registered in the High Court of Malaya.

The Practice Direction further provides that all international commercial and admiralty
cases filed in the Kuala Lumpur High Court shall be heard before ICAD, while similar
cases filed in other High Courts in Malaya will continue to be heard at their respective
courts unless future expansion occurs. The judiciary expressly noted that ICAD may
eventually be expanded to other High Courts should the need arise.

Importantly, the judiciary linked the establishment of ICAD with broader national
economic objectives, specifically Malaysia’s efforts to encourage foreign direct
investment.

The Practice Direction expressly states that ICAD reflects the judiciary’s commitment
to prioritising international commercial and admiralty disputes and indirectly
strengthens Kuala Lumpur’s standing as a regional investment centre.

Specialised Commercial Courts: An International Trend

Malaysia’s move is consistent with a broader international trend towards specialised
international commercial courts. Several jurisdictions have established dedicated
commercial divisions designed to compete for cross-border dispute resolution work
traditionally dominated by arbitration.

Examples include:

the Singapore International Commercial Court

the Dubai International Financial Centre Courts

the Qatar International Court and Dispute Resolution Centre

the Netherlands Commercial Court

the China International Commercial Courts.
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Potential Features And Advantages Of ICAD

Although the Malaysian ICAD framework remains at an early stage, several potential
advantages are already apparent.

International commercial disputes often involve complex contractual arrangements,
multi-jurisdictional issues, foreign governing laws, and technical industries such as
shipping, energy, infrastructure, and finance. A specialised division allows judges to
develop subject-matter expertise and procedural familiarity with such disputes.

This is particularly significant for admiralty matters, which frequently involve
international shipping interests, maritime liens, vessel arrests, charterparty disputes,
and cross-border enforcement issues.

The judiciary has expressly emphasised expeditious disposal and efficient
management as central objectives of ICAD. Commercial litigants generally prioritise
speed, predictability, and procedural certainty. This aligns with international best
practices adopted in jurisdictions such as Singapore and the United Kingdom.

The Chief Justice expressly recognised that confidence in the judiciary plays a
practical role in investment decisions. In cross-border commerce, the availability of an
efficient and commercially sophisticated court system directly affects investment risk
assessment and dispute resolution strategy.

The establishment of ICAD therefore serves both judicial and economic objectives.
Malaysia already possesses several institutional advantages, including a mature
common law system, a strong arbitration framework under the Arbitration Act 2005;
and the presence of the Asian International Arbitration Centre (AIAC).

ICAD may complement these advantages by offering parties an alternative institutional
forum for resolving disputes that may not be suitable for arbitration.

While the establishment of ICAD is a significant development, several practical
questions remain open and will likely determine the division’s long-term success.

These include:
o whether specialised procedural rules will eventually be introduced;
« whether foreign counsel participation will be permitted in limited circumstances;
« how aggressively case management timelines will be enforced;

o the extent to which proceedings will incorporate technology-driven processes;
and
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« whether ICAD judgments will develop into a recognised body of international
commercial jurisprudence.

Institutional credibility is built not merely through formal establishment, but through
consistent judicial quality, procedural reliability, and international confidence over time.

Conclusion

The establishment of the ICAD marks a significant institutional development within the
Malaysian judiciary. It reflects an acknowledgment that modern commercial disputes
increasingly require specialised judicial mechanisms capable of responding to the
demands of international commerce efficiently and credibly.

Malaysia’s move is consistent with international trends towards specialised
commercial courts and appears heavily aligned with models such as the Singapore
International Commercial Court. While ICAD remains at an early stage of development,
its establishment signals the judiciary’s broader ambition to strengthen Malaysia’s
competitiveness as a regional centre for dispute resolution and investment.

If effectively implemented, ICAD has the potential to become a strategically important
component of Malaysia’s commercial legal infrastructure, particularly in the areas of
cross-border trade, shipping, infrastructure and multinational commercial disputes.
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