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Embassy of the Republic of Cyprus. 
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Dima Chahin: 

When a civil war starts in a country, everyone and everything will pay a price …. 

One of the silent victims of such a war is the cultural heritage of people in the disputed 
lands. Whereas now, bringing an end to the human suffering must be the highest priority, 
heritage should not be forgotten. Heritage is an asset of pivotal importance to the rebuilding 
of living communities following the end of a war.  For a successful post conflict 
reconcileation, the reclaiming and restitution of heritage is essential to heal and fill the gaps 
between the different groups of the affected society. Cultural heritage is an important 
marker of belonging to a place.  The uncertainties of war remain felt when such heritage is 
gone. When it is brought back or reconstructed, it will convey a message of reassurance that 
life can begin again.  Beyond its symbolic value, cultural heritage can be developed into a 
source of job creation and income for the local population. Thus, cultural heritage can 
contribute to the recreation of an economic basis of society that is essential to overcoming 
the conflict.   

Learning from previous experiences in the Balkans, Iraq and Afghanistan, we know that we 
cannot afford to wait until the end of the conflict. Unlike other resources, cultural heritage is 
a precarious and often irreplaceable asset; once it is gone it cannot be brought back in full. 

Syria’s special cultural value: 

Syria is one of the cradles of civilisation, the locus where early agriculture and human 
settlements evolved. In Syria we can follow an amazing expression of human cultures from 
the Paleolithic burials to the sequence of empires that include the following rich and 
important peoples: Akkadians, Amorites, Egyptians, Hittites, Sumerians, Mitanni, Assyrians, 
Babylonians, Canaanites, Phoenicians, Arameans, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, and 
not to forget the great caliphates such as the Umayads, the Abasides and eventually the 
Ottomans. These empires have left tens of thousands of archaeological sites, many of them 
still unexcavated.  

However, the concern is not only about a monumental and extraordinary heritage, but also 
about a legacy that connects the local inhabitants and families with the places where they 
live. The task must necessarily, therefore, be focused on preserving traces of presence 
through time as in family burials, temples, mosques and churches, however humble they 
may seem. Furthermore, these sites are being systematically destroyed in order to deny 
people the right to a presence in locations where they used to live. What is under attack is 
the very manifestation of a rich multitude of religions and identities—and their ability to 
continue thousands of years of cohabitation in the Syrian lands. 

The conflict in Syria: 

What began in March 2011 as public demonstrations soon turned into armed conflict by the 
end of the same year, developing fast into a devastating civil war, with a complex mix of 
different parties fighting each other in shifting constellations. 
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This has led to massive destruction and the worst refugee crises globally since World War II, 
entailing: 

• More than 240 000 dead, half of them civilians 
• 12 million people displaced internally 
• 4 million external refugees, half of whom are under 18 years of age. 
• 75% destruction of Syria’s infrastructure. 
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The Syrian cultural heritage under the ongoing conflict: 

There are no solid statistics available on the damage caused to the thousands of Syrian 
archaeological sites, but there are some projects attempting to monitor the damage 
through satellite imagery. Such imagery reveals a rapid destruction of Syrian cultural 
heritage. Another source of information is photos coming from inside Syria giving a 
general, though obviously incomplete, idea of the nature of the destruction. Finally, the 
huge flow of Syrian antique artifacts into the legal as well as the illegal international 
markets gives us an idea of the immense destructions that is taking place inside the 
country.  
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1. Statistics:  
Out of 15000 archaeological sites, about 3000 sites were looted with different 
intensity from severe to light, since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2012. It is 
estimated that 21% of these sites were damaged by illegal excavation. 
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2. Dangers: The cultural heritage in Syria is exposed to many different destructive 
impacts from the conflict. 
 
 

Clashes and fighting are the most direct cause 
of destruction. When armed battles take place 
on the cultural site itself as  happened in the 
historic centre of Aleppo, they cause direct 
damage by bullets, grenades, bombs and 
rockets, and also lead to indirect effects such as 
fires and explosions. 
 
 
Bombing is one of the worst dangers threatening the Syrian heritage, especially 
airplane and tank bombing, both of which are highly explosive and endanger the 
existence of the infrastructure and even 
the urban fabric. We can see the extent of 
the effect of such bombing on the historic 
citadels, targeted due to their strategic 
locations high in the terrain.  An example 
of the  
destruction wrought by the warfare is 
evidenced by the damage to the citadel of 
Krak du chevaliers, and Almadiq. 
 
 
Misuse is one of the many damaging ways to use historical sites and buildings. 
One of the most egregious examples of such misuse is converting the citadels and 
tales into strategic military points or training camps; this does not just increase 
the possibilities of bombing, but also does 
great damage by the preparation of the 
site for use such as by opening field roads 
or building barricades or even bulldozing 
the surrounding area.  
Other practices taking place are less 
damaging and on a smaller scale, such as 
that of the local people using 
archaeological remains as refuges after 
losing their homes, and modifying such 
remains according to their needs, or 
reusing the stones at the site as cheap 
building materials.  
 
 

People living inside an archaeological 
tomb 

Bombing of Almadiq citadel 

A fighter inside the Umayyad  
mosque in Aleppo 
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Map showing the massive looting 
in Apamea 

Looting and theft are both very damaging 
practices that inevitably emerge in the chaos  
ensuing from armed conflict. Theft and looting 
focus on the challenge of obtaining the illicit 
artifacts that are to be sold: theft tends to be 
centred on Museums and archaeological 
storage houses whereas looting and illegal 
excavations are endemic, a phenomenon 
attributable to the fact that, in Syria, most of 
the cultural treasures are still unexcavated. 
Looting and trading have become a very 
popular and easy financial, resource and, in 
some cases it is the only possible resource for 
earning a living. However, the illegal 
excavation was carried out, not only locally by 
maverick looters, but also by armed groups, 
turning to the trading of antiquities to raise revenue for weapons and men; ISIS, 
in particular, had recourse to this activity on such a large scale that the antiquities 
trade became its second largest financial resource. Looting is particularly 
treacherous because it destroys knowledge; the site when looted loses its 
capacity for historical storytelling; pages of human history, thereby obliterated, 
will never be read.  
 

3. What has been done: 
Many projects and initiatives were launched, mostly concerned with the 
documentation and listing of the damage, using either satellite images or 
published photos such as the ‘ASOR Syrian Heritage Initiative’. Additionally, 
various training courses were rolled out for Syrians working in this field, most of 
which were delivered in the neighboring countries including in the Lebanon such 
as the Course on “First Aid to Cultural Heritage in Syria”. 
 
What has been done to date as part of the traditional approach is aimed at 
producing positive results in the post conflict period.  Most of the projects which 
concentrate on documentation of damage, and training of the Syrian working 
force, while beneficial for the future, neither address the present circumstances 
nor help protect the Syrian heritage in the ongoing war situation. By contrast, 
there is an untraditional intervention, which will give faster results, because it has 
immediate impact. Furthermore, it does not expose any danger to those who 
engage in it. Finally, it is not exclusive; it can go in parallel with ongoing more 
traditional interventions. 
  
By targeting markets in Europe and reducing the huge illicit trade, we are 
enhancing law enforcement, strengthening border protection, and safeguarding 
the preservation of Syrian  and other cultural heritages. If we want to reduce the 
looting and illegal excavations inside Syria, we must establish why the trafficking 

https://www.facebook.com/SyrianHeritageInitiative/?fref=nf
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of excavated artifacts out of the country and into international markets is 
perceived as a very easy money resource for armed groups. Artifacts trafficking 
are still considered as a secondary crime, although, in recent times, it has become 
enmeshed with terrorism and organised crime. We need to not only reform laws 
and enhance law enforcement (including customs regulations) but also raise 
awareness about the cultural and ethical dimensions of this trade and further 
undertake to foster the message that buying blood antiquities is a sham not a 
glory. 
 
This work is essential, but it serves mostly as a preparation for the post conflict 
period; the question necessarily arises as to what can be done at the moment, as 
the conflict continues.  As insurmountable as the task of safeguarding Syrian 
cultural heritage may seem in these circumstances, the recently launched 
Norwegian initiative entails an approach that may reduce the looting and trading 
of Syrian artifacts, and thus reduce not only the damage caused by illegal 
excavations, but also the money gained from this trade and the associated flow of 
weapons.  
 
This aspiration led to the organising of a conference: “Fighting the looting of 
Syria´s cultural heritage” in Sofia, which took place on 16th of September 2015. 
As a first step to raising awareness and mobilising experts to exchange ideas and 
develop proposals, the conference issued recommendations to governments, 
international organizations and NGOs to revive their participation in combatting 
the antiquities illicit trade and the vandalism of the Syrian cultural heritage. 
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Notes of the Key speakers: 

 
Neil Brodie: 

Previous cultural property protection policy failure in Syria and its regional neighbours 

Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research, University of Glasgow 

Neil Brodie is an archaeologist with wide-ranging experience.  He completed his B.A. (Hons.) 
Class I, University of Liverpool, Eastern Mediterranean Archaeology, in 1988 and his PhD (on 
the Beaker Culture in Britain, University of Liverpool) in 1992. 

 

Cultural property protection policy as regards the trafficking of cultural objects is informed 
by and draws legitimacy from two international conventions – the 1970 UNESCO Convention 
on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of 
Ownership of Cultural Property and the 1972 UNESCO Convention Concerning the Protection 
of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage. It emphasizes the in situ protection of cultural 
sites (with protection broadly defined to include necessary infrastructural support alongside 
actual physical protection) and the recovery and restitution of stolen or otherwise illegally-
traded cultural objects. The ongoing crisis in Syria and Iraq shows this policy to be 
ineffective. It has proved incapable of preventing the widespread looting of cultural sites and 
theft of cultural objects, all to feed an international market.  

This failure is because it is a peacetime policy, and not designed to cope with the traumatic 
circumstances of armed conflict. The civic infrastructure necessary for in situ protection 
collapses and the recovery and return of small numbers of unimportant objects does nothing 
to impede international trafficking networks. 

The apparent inability of established policy to achieve any kind of hold on the problem has 
prompted the implementation of various emergency actions that are designed to enhance 
protection at source and to control the illegal trade. 

Unfortunately, these emergency actions are failing too because they are reactive and aimed 
only at individual countries. Thus they come too late to prevent serious damage to cultural 
heritage or to stop the development of smuggling networks. The targeting of international 
assistance at cultural property protection in one country leaves the cultural property of 
other countries vulnerable. Archaeological cultures can spread across the territories of more 
than one modern country and smuggling operations are international in scope.  

Going forward, what is needed is a policy that is focused on market reduction at destination. 
It must be proactive, meaning that it must be sustained, it must aim at removing criminals 
from the market, and it must be global in its reach. 
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Rubina Raja: 

Illegal trade and export of cultural goods. The case of the Palmyrene funerary portraiture 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

Rubina Raja is a professor of Classical Archaeology in the Department of Culture and Society; 
She obtained a PhD in Classical Archaeology, University of Oxford, Lincoln College, England 
2005. 

 

Since before the break-out of civil war in Syria, the Palmyra Portrait Project had focused on 
compiling a comprehensive corpus of the funerary portraiture from Palmyra. Following the 
outbreak of hostilities in the country, it became clear that the material which had been 
collected as a part of the project and the research undertaken on the basis of this material, 
could add substantially to what we already knew about the prevailing situation in Palmyra. 
Already since 2011 a surge in the trade of Palmyrene funerary portraiture has been traceable 
through the material in the Palmyra Portrait Project database. Interestingly large well-known 
auction houses here auctioned off several Palmyrene funerary portraits in 2011 and 2012. 
However, as the Syrian situation worsened, the auction houses have put fewer such portraits 
on the market.  

Another trade-zone is the internet via which various antiquities dealers sell off original 
Palmyrene funerary portraits. Auction houses as well as antiquity dealers claim that the 
objects which they put up for auction or sale come with clean provenances. They openly put 
forward provenance papers certifying the ownership of the former collection or the piece for 
sale or to be auctioned. However, there are cases where it is clear that the provenance 
papers produced by the sellers are not original and are either fake or belong to objects other 
than the objects for sale.  

Through the material in the database of the Palmyra Portrait Project, it is possible to trace all 
known collections and thereby quickly establish whether an object coming onto the market 
has a provenance in any known collection—public or private. Research on the trade routes 
and networks of traders, however, show that the networks used for the illegal trade in 
antiquities have not changed as a result of the civil war. In fact, the networks already existing 
seem only to have been strengthened by the political situation, enabling the operators of 
such networks to use their expertise about the illicit antiquities market to support export 
growth. The situation is much more complex than hitherto thought.   
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The difference between the traditional and the untraditional approach to protect the 
Syrian cultural heritage 

Dima Chahin: 

Untraditional approach for a traditional problem 

The Norwegian Institute for Cultural Heritage Research (NIKU) 

Dima is an architect, with a master’s degree in restoration of historical buildings and 
preservation of archaeological and natural urban regions, University of Damascus / Ecole de 
Chaillot, Paris. 

 

In modern history we have many examples of the impact of armed conflicts on the cultural 
heritage of a country, and on the manner in which this heritage was used as an easy 
resource to fund military actions. 

From former experiences, we also have learnt that the traditional approach to protecting 
cultural heritage is usually very ineffective and comes too late, as it is almost impossible to 
apply such protection on site, within the land of the conflict. 

That is why we adopted a different approach to dealing with this problem that is occurring 
on a huge scale in Syria. The combination of the chaos in the country, the high level of 
violence, and the richness of its historical heritage have led to a surge in trade of antiquities 
all over the world, providing a significant financial resource to the fighting groups. 
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The approach at NIKU is to start fighting this phenomenon backwards; instead of targeting 
the seller and looter at the starting point of the problem inside Syria (which is practically 
impossible), we propose to target the market which is the ending point of this problem. Our 
aim is to prepare the market here to repulse any illegal Syrian artifacts turning up in Europe. 

We suggest starting with a project to provide a clear up-to-date database, with actual photos 
and descriptions of looted pieces, such database to be available to everyone from law 
enforcement to art dealers and to private buyers. The database will enhance the capacity of 
law enforcement agents in Europe to seize trafficked artifacts, and to identify both false 
papers and attempts to legalize illicit antiquities from Syria. 

This database can be supported by training courses for Interpol and Frontex agents, 
especially those working on the outer borders of the EU, and those working in art trafficking 
inside the countries of Europe. 

Another important action is to launch an international awareness raising campaign, aimed at 
highlighting both the unethical side of the trade of antiquities and the heavy price it exacts 
on the Syrian people and humanity, thereby encouraging collectors to desist from taking 
part in this white-collar crime. 

Reducing the size of the market and making it more difficult to traffic looted artifacts into 
targeted markets will make illegal excavations much less appealing, and will make groups 
depending on it for finance kook for easier alternatives. Such initiatives will appreciably 
provide the desired protection for unreachable archaeological sites inside Syria.  

 

Main aspects to work on under the untraditional approach 
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M. Kheireddin Al Rifai: 

Conservation of the Syrian cultural heritage 

Centre of heritage rehabilitation, Aleppo 

Professor Architect: Consultant in architecture, restoration and preservation of Monuments, 
and historical sites and cities. The General Director of the Centre of Heritage Rehabilitation, 
Aleppo. 

 

When the UN Security Council issued decision 2199 in 2015, it focused mainly on the 
financing of the Islamic state ISIS and did not consider the subject of the conservation of 
cultural heritage, except in a very limited way (in provisions 15,16,17).  

For this reason, I believe it essential to have a new decision from the Council specifically on 
the conservation of Syrian cultural heritage. It is imperative that we stop all the sabotage 
and looting in Syria by imposing severe punishments on persons or groups that cause, 
facilitate, or collaborate with any side that causes damage to the cultural heritage in Syria. 
Severe punishment should also be visited on anyone who takes part in looting, trafficking, 
facilitating (providing false papers) or trading Syrian antiquities. A clear provision should 
place emphasis on the safe keeping and return of trafficked artifacts that have been proven 
to be taken illegally out of Syria. 

It is necessary to organise further specialised workshops for specialists, covering the 
reconstruction and rehabilitation of the damaged cultural heritage and to develop the 
technical, administrative, legal, and financial skills and expertise required for the post 
conflict phase. 

Measures are further required to provide the needed training for craftsmanship in order to 
have a professional working hand available when and where needed. 
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Tasoula Hadjitofi 

A digital platform to fight cultural crime 

Walk of Truth, The Hague, Netherlands 

Tasoula Hadjitofi studied computer science in the UK. In 1987 she established her own company, 
“Octagon”, and was for thirteen years appointed as Honorary Consul of Cyprus in the Netherlands. In 
2012 Hadjitofi founded “the Walk of Truth” (an NGO) in order to engage the public into protecting 
cultural heritage. 

Tasoula Hadjitofi believes that the best route to countering—and, in the long term, preventing—the 
damage wrought in conflict zones such as Syria is by uniting those who care about our global heritage 
and by raising awareness of its value and of the responsibility on each of us to protect it.  

A digital platform to fight cultural crime: “Walk of Truth” aims in 2016 to gather the necessary 
support to launch Culture Crime Watchers Worldwide (CCWW), as a unique, innovative digital 
platform that will enable ordinary people, including refugees and immigrants, to participate in the 
fight against the looting of antiquities from conflict zones such as Syria, by monitoring the trade. It 
will be a central registry for citizens and grassroots organisations to report destruction, looting and 
trafficking anonymously—the first platform with global reach that aims to harness the power of 
committed individuals and groups and to facilitate a fast flow of information between the scene of 
the crime and those in a position to take action. Using this crowd-sourced knowledge, “CCWW” seeks 
to raise awareness about the value of cultural heritage, to expose the dangers it faces in war zones 
and to engender a collective, global sense of custodianship. 

Whatever their immediate problems, many of the migrants now arriving in Europe from countries 
such as Syria and Afghanistan are keen to play some part in the battle against the plundering of their 
homelands. One vital role could be that of blowing the whistle when looted cultural objects are 
offered on sale to Western collectors. By engaging in this battle, migrants become stakeholders in 
their new adopted homes and join the struggle against the forces that have ruined their countries of 
origin. 

A resource for researchers on cultural crime: “Walk of Truth” already possesses an archive of 5,500 
documents relating to the struggle against the looting of cultural objects from Cyprus including 
priceless icons and mosaics. These documents shed light on the way international smuggling rings 
operate. They also show up the differences between legal regimes and police practices in different 
countries, and their effects on the battle against looting and challenges of repatriation.  

Over time, this database will be steadily enriched thanks to crowd-sourced information-gathering by 
“CCWW”.  While rigorously respecting the anonymity of informants who need protection, it will 
share information which is properly in the public domain and help crime-fighters in one war zone 
assist their counterparts in other parts of the world. It can become an ever more vital resource for 
scholars, lawyers and art-lovers who are determined to protect vulnerable and irreplaceable cultural 
heritage and use our lessons learned as training materials.  
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Recommendations: 

• Fight the destruction and looting of cultural heritage by engaging ordinary citizens such as 
those in conflict zones, those who have fled from war, and those living in target markets for 
traffickers. 

• Create an online platform, Culture Crime Watchers Worldwide, for concerned members of 
the public to give anonymous tips on looting and destruction of cultural heritage. 

• Urge governments to implement international legislation, including The Hague Convention 
for the Protection of Cultural Property in War Zones. 

• Adopt an integrated approach against art trafficking by improving the interfaces amongst all 
stakeholders including NGOs. 
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Andrei Mladenov: 

Trafficking of Syrian cultural artifacts through Bulgaria and other Balkan states- challenges 

Bulgaria Ministry of interior, Sofia 

Head of trafficking of cultural goods unit, General Directorate for Combatting Organised 
Crime. 

 

In our unit there is evidence of organised crime groups dealing in the trafficking of cultural 
goods from the territory of the Middle East in periods prior to the 1990s. Some of these 
groups are actually controlled by families who have turned this activity into a family 
business. The most powerful criminal structures in this area have been detected in Lebanon, 
Turkey and Israel. From the analysis of the data, it has become known that the majority of 
this trafficking is directed to the countries of Central and Western Europe, USA, Canada, UK, 
and, in rare cases, some Asian markets such as China and Japan. According to our 
information, the expensive artifacts acquired by terrorist groups in the territory of Syria are 
exported, sold, and transported along predetermined routes to these destinations, most 
often by sea, but sometimes by airplane. 

From the 1990s onwards, “channels” for illegal trafficking were created in the territories of 
the Balkan Peninsula, which was associated with the change of political regimes in the 
former Soviet bloc and the emergence of organised crime in the Peninsula.  Given the fact 
that countries in the Balkans who participate in schemes for traffic—Turkey, Bulgaria, 
Albania, Greece, Macedonia, and Serbia — are themselves “donors” of cultural treasures 
from ancient times, their existing criminal networks facilitate such trade in illegal antiquities. 
Therefore, with respect to the trafficking in cultural property from the Middle East through 
the Balkans, such illicit activity is almost always part of a local organised criminal group. The 
most frequently used overland route through the Balkans passes through Turkey, Bulgaria 
and Serbia from where the cultural goods are transferred to Austria or Germany, where they 
pass through a process of legalisation and are offered on official markets. In some cases, the 
traffic roads do not pass through Serbia but cross the border at “Danube Bridge II” on the 
northwestern border between Bulgaria and Romania. A commonly used route is the River 
Danube, which facilitates river transport of the objects of antiquities to destinations in 
Germany—in particular Munich—one of the largest trading centres for such objects in 
Europe. 

In the case of the trafficking of cultural goods from Syria through the Balkan Peninsula, many 
of the representatives of the criminal groups in this area (who are associated with 
established terrorist groups) channel the goods to Bulgarian, Turkish or Greek organised 
crime groups, or, take commissions for selling the goods, or, buy the goods themselves for 
subsequent disposal.   

Following the acquisition of archaeological objects from Syria by terrorists groups in 2012, 
our unit began to receive more intensive traffic signals. We detected at least four attempts 
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at “building” new channels for illicit traffic in cooperation with Bulgarian criminal groups. 
Following the implementation of appropriate measures, Bulgarian citizens were arrested and 
passed through pre-trial proceedings whereas foreign nationals were detained and—
following imposition of a ban on their entry into the European Union—deported to Turkey. 
In all cases, it became known that the antiquities to be traded were acquired by members of 
terrorist organisations in Egypt with names denoting “Islamic State”—» Jabhat al-
Nusraliokøl» and “Muslim Brotherhood”.  

From the analysis undertaken, we come to the conclusion that terrorist groups rely on 
funding, not only from the sale of antiquities, but also from engaging in money laundering 
activity through participation in "legal" trade in antiquities. These processes are generally 
well established with the participation of major auction houses in Europe—Switzerland, 
Germany, Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium—and the US. The data show that, for several 
years, Russian collectors have been recording an increased interest in such antiquities 
markets. 
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Workshop session on four topics:  (The anatomy of the illicit antiquities trade) 

 

The trade in illegal antiquities is a chain with four links: 
 

1 Looting. There are two main sources of illicit antiquities. One is from the buildings 
where archaeological excavation teams (often research institutions from abroad 
licensed by the Syrian authorities) have had their bases and kept their finds before 
handing them over to the Syrian heritage authorities. Seizing and looting these 
buildings provide an easy harvest of antique objects, many of which are suitable for 
illegal trade. The other source is illegal excavations conducted on archaeological 
sites. These can be organised directly by the warring party in control of the territory, 
or, alternatively, by locals inspected by the warring group in control. The local 
population is motivated to take part in these illegal activities for lack of any other 
type of work or income source to provide for their livelihood. 

 
a. To what extent can we distinguish between the different sources of the 

objects illegally sold? 
b. Can we know if all the objects are recently extracted, or can there be objects 

from pre-war lootings on the market as well? 
c. Which actors, national and international, are in a position to counter the 

looting? 
d. What are our recommendations, individual as well as coordinated, to counter 

such looting? 
 

2 Trafficking.  In the current circumstances, it is difficult for the authorities in the 
neighbouring countries to patrol the long Syrian borderlines. For such authorities, it is 
even more difficult to control the smuggling of antiquities about which they may 
have little information. Many smugglers are working both ways, taking antiquities out 
of, and bringing weapons into, Syria. However, many of the antiquities are smuggled 
out by refugees to whom they can bring important revenue to pay for their travel. 
 

a. What are the most important methods and routes for trafficking looted 
antiquities out of Syria, and how far do they reach? 

b. What role do refugees play in the trafficking? How do they purchase the 
objects, and how do they pass them on? 

c. Which actors, national and international, are in a position to counter the 
trafficking? 

d. What are our recommendations, individual as well as coordinated, to counter 
such trafficking? 

 
3 Facilitation and Selling. There is a huge interest in Syrian antiquities from art dealers 

in Europe, the Gulf Region, North America and South East Asia. Facilitation of the 
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antiquities’ access to the legal market is a very important next step, before putting 
the objects on the market. Facilitation takes place by providing the objects with false 
official documents as to their origin and by granting a permission for their export. For 
a large part, the facilitation takes place in Syria’s neighbouring countries and in 
Bulgaria, but also elsewhere. Syrian artefacts with false documents are widely sold in 
European auction houses and by antiquities dealers. Collectors have a wide variety of 
options to choose from in order to find “legalised” objects that match their interests 
and budgets. Recently looted Syrian antiquities have been introduced for purchase 
on the web. 
 

a. What do we know about where and how these facilitation centres 
operate? 

b. Who is helping such centres and how? 
c. Which actors, national and international, are in a position to counter the 

facilitation? 
d. What are our recommendations, individual and coordinated, to counter 

such facilitation? 
 

4 Damage and impact: There are many different impacts from the destruction of 
peoples’ heritage. The intended and systematic looting and destruction of the 
religious and symbolic heritage of minorities impact these groups and their sense of 
safety and belonging to the land. The destruction will impact their lives socially and 
spiritually (inhibiting the living of collective traditions and the sustaining of a 
common identity), now and in the future.  The destruction of cultural heritage is not 
only used as a means of demoralising the enemy; it is also used by ISIS as an 
instrument in its propaganda effort to provoke recognition from the outside world of 
its position as leader in the war against what it depicts as “non-Muslim values”. 
Another important impact is economic; in Syria, prior to the war, tourism was 
developing into an increasingly important source of income at both local and national 
levels. The destruction of Syria’s past is seriously damaging its future economic basis. 
 

a. To what extent can we rely on the information we get about the ongoing 
destruction inside of Syria? 

b. How can we keep our main perspective on the suffering of the Syrian people 
and avoid reactions against culticide that unintendedly support the 
propaganda efforts of IS? 

c. Which actors, national and international, are in a position to counter the 
ongoing targeted destructions, and the related propaganda efforts? 

d. What are our recommendations, individual as well as coordinated, to counter 
such damage? 
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Recommendations: 
Carsten Paludan-Müller, Conference moderator 

The experts, who took part in the concluding summing-up session at the conference, made the 
following recommendations, addressed to governments and international organisations. The 
recommendations are made as “ideal recommendations” with an understanding that differences in 
legislative traditions and political settings between the nations are going to inevitably affect the 
reception and eventual implementation of the recommendations offered.  The recommendations are 
made solely on behalf of the experts and not on behalf of UNESCO or any government represented at 
the conference.    

Recommendations for immediate action: 
1. We recommend a change of perspective and rhetoric concerning the destruction and looting 

of Syrian heritage. Instead of granting the perpetrators the status they seek as barbarian 
enemies of modern civilisation, we should denounce them for the damage they do to the 
future of the Syrian people by destroying their heritage. 

2. We recommend defamation of illicit antiquities trade in general through awareness raising 
campaigns fronted by an international high profile goodwill-ambassador.  

3. We recommend initiating information campaigns, nationally as well as internationally, 
targeting “innocent” buyers of illicit traded goods, warning them of their responsibilities and 
advising them of the types of objects they should avoid, and of the standard of legal 
documentation they should demand. 

4. We recommend that the burden of proof for “clean” purchases of antiquities, irrespective of 
their place of origin, should be on both the seller and the buyer/collector in compliance with 
the principles laid down for EU-member states in EU-directive 2014/601. The documentation 
should include a paper trail, accounting for the history of each object, its place of origin, how 
it was extracted from that place, whether it was extracted after 19702, and its different 
ownerships up to the present. 

5. We recommend that insurance companies should be required to demand documentation for 
“clean purchases” before agreeing to ensure a collection. They should be required to report 
to the authorities finds of illicitly traded objects in a collection. 

6. We recommend the establishment of a web based service for sharing information on looting 
of and trade in Syrian artefacts. The purpose of such a service is to create a platform to link 
geographically dispersed countries, enabling them to pool intelligence and avoid duplication 
of efforts already made elsewhere, thereby obviating the misallocation of limited resources.  

7. We recommend that pre-war foreign archaeological expeditions to Syria make their 
inventories available to assist efforts to identify and intercept objects looted from their 
stores. 

8. We recommend that European professional networks and organisations within archaeology, 
museums and heritage management engage in campaigns against illicit trade. 

9. We recommend that transparent safe havens be established for housing intercepted illicitly 
traded or threatened Syrian antiquities until they can be safely returned to Syria. Inventories 
should be kept up-to-date and made available to UNESCO. 

                                                           
1 Directive 2014/60, on the return of cultural objects unlawfully removed from the territory of a Member State 
and amending Regulation (EU) No 1024/2012. 
2 1970 was the year of the “UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, 
Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property” 
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10. We recommend the development of ways of supporting people who are working to protect 
cultural heritage inside Syria. 

11. We recommend stepping up support for national customs and border authorities in all 
affected countries including Syria’s neighbours in an increased effort to stop trafficking of 
illicit antiquities. Support should be in the form of education, training and access to 
information and advice from experts. 

12. We recommend that European legislation against illicit antiquities should be harmonised and 
brought up to—at least—the current German standard. 

13. We recommend that globalised initiatives be launched to remove from the market the 
globalised criminal networks that combine illicit antiquities trade with other types of 
transnational criminality. 
 

Recommendations for post-conflict action: 
1. We recommend initiating preparations for the reestablishment of a well-functioning heritage 

management in Syrian lands in accordance with the post conflict political order. 
2. We recommend initiating preparations for countering continued looting in the immediate 

post-conflict situation. This task could be part of a projected international peacekeeping 
operation. 

3. We recommend initiating preparations for the establishment of an international aid program 
for restoring damaged cultural heritage, which will not only involve local populations, but 
which will also be balanced in that it will not give disproportionate attention to the heritage 
of particular segments of the population. 
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