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IntroductionIntroduction

• The illicit art and antiquities trade is an age-old 
problem dating to ancient Greece and before

• Plundering is a practice as ancient as warfare itself.

• “Spoils of war" including national and cultural 
treasures, priceless art and antiquities. 

• Illicit trafficking in cultural property, grown into a 
problem of epidemic proportions.

• The trade in cultural heritage can be compared with the 
drugs and they share other characteristics as well.
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This is a traffic which concerns all of the world but as 
usual it is those who can least protect themselves 

that are the great losers.
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� Estimates of the size of illegal markets tend to be 
unreliable, and the market in illegal antiquities is no 
exception. 

� It is very difficult to gain an exact idea of how many 
items of cultural property are stolen throughout the 
world.

� Every year, the Interpol Secretariat asks member 
countries for statistics on theft of works of art, 
information on where the thefts took place, and the 
nature of the stolen objects. 

Challenges of data collectionChallenges of data collection
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� It is not possible to put a figure on this type of crime.

� Thefts are sometimes not reported to the police. 

� The financial extent of the losses caused by 
clandestine archaeological excavations come to light 
when looted items appear on the international market.
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Interpol database currently contains 
over 26,000 items.

The “Object IDObject ID” is an easy-to-use 
standard for recording data about 
cultural and natural objects.

6

Data collection Data collection 
problemsproblems



Legal FrameworkLegal Framework

Many countries do not yet have laws and regulations to 
effectively protect their cultural heritage from excessive 

commercial trade, plunder and pillage.

******
A great deal of the traffic in cultural property is not as yet 

covered by any legislation. 

******
The term “illicit traffic” is used both to denote trade that 
from an ethical point of view should not take place and 

trade which is de facto illegal.
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The definition of “cultural propertycultural property” is at present unified 
among the States Parties to:

�� 1954 The Hague Convention 1954 The Hague Convention on the Protection of 
Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict .

�� 1970 UNESCO:1970 UNESCO: Convention of the Means of Prohibiting 
and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of 
Ownership of Cultural Property.

�� 1995 UNIDROIT:1995 UNIDROIT: Convention on Stolen or Illegally 
Exported Cultural Objects.

�� ECOSOC Res. 2008/23:ECOSOC Res. 2008/23: […] stressing the importance  of 
fostering international law enforcement cooperation to 
combat trafficking in cultural property […]
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The flow of artefacts in the antiquities market is entirely 
in a direction leading from poor to rich nations.

Objects pass from Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe and 
Latin America to North America and Western Europe.
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The traffic in priceless antiquities, from 
defenceless to more powerful nations 
continues today.

During times of war or civil unrest 
archaeological sites and museums are 
amongst the first targets for looters.

The flourishing antiquities trade has 
spawned destruction on a vast scale.
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Organized crime involvementOrganized crime involvement

� Globalization and the end of Cold War have given 
international criminals freedom of movement.

� Globalization has meant that people around the world 
are increasingly connected, and advances in 
technology and communications.

� Organized criminal groups have become more deeply 
involved in theft and export of illicitly-obtained 
antiquities and other cultural property.
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Convention on Transnational Convention on Transnational 
Organization CrimeOrganization Crime

“Organized criminal groupOrganized criminal group” shall mean a 
structured group of three or more persons, 
existing for a period of time and acting in 
concert with the aim of committing one or 

more serious crimes[…]
“Structured groupStructured group” shall mean a group that is 

not randomly formed for the immediate 
commission of an offence and that does not 
need to have formally defined roles for its 
members, continuity of its membership or a 

developed structure.
Art. 2
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Looted goods typically are smuggled across borders. 
The item passes from dealer to dealer often in a series 

of rapid transactions.

******
Along the way, an illicit item often acquires a fictitious 

ownership history, or provenance. 

******
Falsified documents, created to prove authenticity and 
provide assurance that the item has not been looted, are 

rarely questioned.
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The market in illicit antiquities might usefully be split 
into three stages:

� the supply of antiquities 
emanating from source 
nations;

� the demand created by 
consumers in market 
nations;

� the chain of 
transportation which 
links the two.

A typical chain of supply from source 
to destination in the illicit antiquities market
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The thieves’ favourite countries are France, Poland, 
Russia, Germany and Italy.

------------
Private residences, museums, archaeological sites and 
place of worship are popular targets among looters and 

thieves.
----------

Spain has been recognized, together with the United 
Kingdom, Belgium and Germany, as one of the 

destination countries.
----------

The type of objects stolen varies from country to country.
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InternetInternet

� The illicit trade in cultural objects via the internet is a 
very serious growing problem, both for countriest of 
“originorigin” and “destinationdestination” countries.

� Advanced technology, such as ground-penetrating 
radar and metal detectors, has given looters better 
tools with which to locate.

� Exploitation of sites using high-tech methods, 
particularly in Asia and Africa, is is boomingbooming.
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A variety of antiquities, authentic or claimed to be soauthentic or claimed to be so, is 
sold online.
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TerrorismTerrorism

� In some places the illicit antiquities trade funds 
war, oppression and terrorsim. 

� Terrorist organizations may be financing their 
deadly activities partly by dealing in the illicit trade 
of art and antiquities.

� Terrorist groups, like any other criminal 
organization, have begun to take advantage of this 
illicit marketplace.
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UNICRI role and strategyUNICRI role and strategy

The solution to the illicit trade in cultural material is not a 
simple one. 

~~~~~~
Protection of  sites, churches and museums; good 
documentation; a well functioning national and 
international legal framework; are all important. 

~~~~~~
UNICRI is currently planning the development of ad hoc
proposals on the issue of fighting organized crime in art 
and antiquities, with the specific focus of post conflict 

situations.
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www.unicri.itwww.unicri.it

Thank you for attention
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