
"Protecting Cultural Heritage from looting and illicit trafficking. The case 
of Greece" 

Good evening ladies and gentlemen and dear colleagues 

At first let me thank the Norwegian Institute at Athens for the chance it is 

giving us to present our work. 

To begin with, let us try to explain the phenomenon of the illegal trade of 

antiquities. Why is it happening? There are both “external” and “internal” 

factors. 

Let us first take a closer look to the external ones. The explanation of this 

phenomenon, is mainly economical and social. Therefore, it has to do with 

Offer and Demand. And since we cannot interfere to the latter we must 

interfere to the first, the offer.  

But why is there demand on such objects? They are a sure investment with 

guaranteed increasing value as time passes. Additionally, these objects, due 

to their artistic value and uniqueness, provide high prestige to the owners and 

a fine alibi in order for cultural goods smuggling to be the third most profitable 

crime areas after drugs and weapons. Nevertheless, there are also few cases 

of collectors, having fetishist relationships with the items they possess. 

Let us now try to explain why Greece is still a place of offer for this 

transaction. Greece has been inhabited constantly since the Paleolithic times 

and has been the birthplace of many productive civilizations, as concerns the 

production of artifacts. Therefore, there is a huge cultural deposit. On the 

other hand Greece has a unique geomorphology. This country is separated by 

tall and long mountains and by the sea. Thus, there are a lot of isolated and 

remote regions hard to control. Many small islands hard to reach and of 

course vast marine areas very rich in cultural relics, like shipwrecks. For this 

reason a big part of material cultural property remains to be revealed, before 

recorded. All the above partly explain the reason why this place is still 

exporting cultural goods. The rest is explained by the human need for material 

resources beyond any ethical hesitations, especially in times of fiscal and – 

subsequently – moral crisis. 



Talking about export, we can realize that the problem is international. For this 

reason, many countries felt the need to confront it and as a result in 1970 

Unesco created the “Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing 

the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property”. By 

now, it has been ratified by 127 Member States. In brief, this Convention 

suggests preventive measures, such as inventories and imposition of penal or 

administrative sanctions, describes restitution provisions and also sets the 

background for an international cooperation framework. This Convention has 

helped a great deal but like every convention is not retroactive. 

Different countries have different Laws for the protection and trade of Cultural 

Goods. There are countries where the store rooms of antique dealers are 

much richer than the store rooms and exhibition halls of our museums.  

For this reason Unidroit, the International Institute for the Unification of Private 

Law, in 1995 created the International “Convention on stolen or illegally 

exported cultural objects”. As referred in its first article, this Convention 

applies to claims of an international character for the restitution of stolen 

cultural objects and to the return of cultural objects removed from the territory 

of a Contracting State contrary to its law regulating the export of cultural 

objects. Until now it has only 37 contracting states. Most of its provisions have 

to do with legal - judicial proceedings, such as the notion of “due diligence”, 

the “burden of proof” and compensation issues. 

Concerning the compulsory for Greece, just like for any other member State, 

legislation of the European Union, we come upon the Council Directive 

93/7/EEC, which has been lately evaluated as Directive 2014/60/EU “On the 

return of cultural objects unlawfully removed from the territory of a Member 

State”. One of its main objectives is to reconcile the fundamental principle of 

the free movement of goods, with the protection of national treasures. One of 

the most important provision of this new Directive is that the administrative 

cooperation and the exchange of information between the national authorities 

carrying out the tasks provided for in the Directive, will be conducted through 

a new module in the Internal Market Information System, also referred to as 



IMI. One of these tasks is the information of the other member States in cases 

of theft or loss of a cultural good. 

Coming to National legislation, the most essential Law is 3028/2002, “on the 

Protection of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage in general”, widely known as 

“The Archaeological Law”. This Law, having taken into account the 

International Convention of Unesco, is stark, offering a clear frame for the 

protection of all cultural goods until 1453, for many of the ones produced until 

1830 and also sets the conditions for the protection of contemporary cultural 

goods. It foresees penal sanctions and describes the administrative 

processes for the protection of our cultural heritage. 

The above Law has been further specialized by Laws and ministerial decrees. 

One very important ministerial decree sets the terms and conditions for 

possessing and using metal detectors. According to this, every owner of metal 

detector has to register his device to the competent Service of the Ministry, as 

soon as he becomes his possessor. The use of such instruments is not 

allowed, unless the owner of a registered detector, gets a permission form the 

same authority, after having declared the specific areas where he is interested 

in using it, the reason of the intended use and the persons that may possibly 

accompany him. Of course, the license is not issued when the area is 

archaeologically protected. Most of the issued licenses concern sand 

beaches, where metal detector hobbyists are looking for lost valuable artifacts 

and coins.  

The other, even most important law, 3658/2008 “on Measures for the 

Protection of Cultural Goods and other provisions”, is establishing a new 

service competent for the Documentation and the Protection of Cultural 

Goods, following the relevant suggestions of the aforementioned International 

Convention of Unesco. This special Department, today functioning as part of 

the Directorate for the Management of the National Archive of Monuments, 

the Documentation and the Protection of Cultural Goods, is, among others, 

responsible for the protection of cultural goods and the combating of the illicit 

trade in antiquities, specifically by way of searching for, documenting the 

origin, tracing the trafficking path and staking a claim on movable monuments, 



in case the latter appear to be the products of theft, misappropriation, illegal 

excavation or removal (from the bottom of a sea, lake or river) or have been 

illegally trafficked in Greece or abroad. Additionally, it has the duty to 

cooperate with the competent services of other countries, as well as with the 

prosecutorial, customs, police and other authorities and services of the 

country. It is also responsible for the safekeeping and updating of relevant 

digital archives, the observation of the international market and the new 

acquisitions of museums and collections.  

We will now refer to the bilateral agreements that Greece has signed with 

other Countries, as a result of the cooperation with them to the struggle 

against looting and illegal traffic of cultural goods, again following the relevant 

suggestions of UNESCO 1970 Convention. USA, China, Turkey and 

Switzerland are some of them, while similar Memoranda of Cooperation have 

already been adopted with other Countries and more will be signed in the 

future. 

But let us now see what we make out of these laws; with what tools we apply 

these legal provisions and mainly, the results of our work. One of our main 

tools, is the exhaustive Documentation. With this term we do not only mean 

the Documentation of cultural goods in general, which is mainly the 

responsibility of other Services. We mean the development, updating and 

safekeeping of digital directories and data bases, through which, metal 

detector devices and their owners, confiscations and persons involved in 

cases of illegal possession or trade of cultural goods, thefts, clandestine 

excavations, repatriations and claims of cultural goods, are recorded. This 

piece of information is not being used only for statistical reasons and for the 

export of quantitative data. Their cross checking often reveals issues that help 

us proceed to specific actions. 

An example of quantitative analysis, is the examination of the amount and 

frequency of illegal excavations in a region. Something like this may force us 

to call upon the cooperation of the Police to intensify the guarding of certain 

sites in order to avert phenomena of looting and pillaging. These phenomena, 



not only in unguarded but also in protected and visited archaeological sites is 

unfortunately insisting, forming a major problem.  

A simple example of cross checking of information, is the examination of 

applications for registry of metal detectors in combination with the directory of 

persons involved in illegal possession or smuggling of antiquities. In such 

cases the Law Enforcement and judicial authorities are informed and the 

inscription is temporarily or permanently refused. At this point we have to bear 

in mind that news like this, concerning the arrest of persons illegally holding 

both metal detectors and antiquities, is not uncommon. 

The major tool, although, is the constant and close cooperation with other 

Services and Authorities. The Department for the Documentation and the 

Protection of Cultural Goods cooperates with the National and International 

Law Enforcement Services. Within Greece, this Department quite often 

collaborates with the specialized official Unit of the Hellenic Police, the 

Department of Cultural Heritage and Antiquities in Athens. In many cases of 

operations, archaeologists support the police officers with their scientific 

knowledge, leading to confiscations of cultural goods illegally possessed, 

sometimes before their entrance to the black market. 

We also cooperate with Interpol, mainly by using the Interpol on – line Stolen 

Works of Art Database. Every time a theft occurs, the information concerning 

the objects is described in the world widely used “Object I. D. Form”, an 

international standard for describing art, antiques and antiquities. Then, the 

forms are sent to the Interpol bureau in Athens followed by any other 

information. Very soon, these data are uploaded to the above on-line base, 

making the illicit trade of these items harder or impossible.  

The same piece of information is also forwarded to the competent authorities 

of the EU States. We already said that this communication will be carried out 

through the IMI, very soon. At this point we must underline our efforts so that 

the IMI on – line communication platform, may also include, when launched, a 

repository, functioning as alternative data base of lost or claimed cultural 

goods. 



The continuous communication with the coast guard and the customs Service 

is helping the restriction of illegal import or export of antiquities and other 

cultural goods. 

Administrative contribution from other authorities is equally helpful to our task. 

The Consulates and Embassies of Greece abroad are our link for many 

different kinds of communication with various addressees and surely, provide 

the necessary “Greek ground” for immediate repatriations and for the short – 

time stay of objects before their final and permanent repatriation. 

Continuing with the tools that we use for our goal, we have to mention the 

efforts for training of experts, organization of events that bring them together 

in order to exchange views and experiences and, of course, the attempts for 

raising the awareness of the public. 

 Archaeologists of the Department for the Documentation and the Protection 

of Cultural Goods have attended seminars and taken part in field training 

courses held by Interpol in its headquarters in Lyon, by the specialized 

Carabinieri Unit in Italy and by the Theft Prevention Unit of the Israel 

Antiquities Authority. On the other hand, the Department has organized 

seminars for officers of the Greek Armed Forces, the Coast Guard, and also 

for employees of the Customs Service. 

In October 2013 was held in Athens and Ancient Olympia the “3rd International 

Conference of Experts on the Return of Cultural Property”, which has evolved 

to an institution. The fruitful results of this meeting of many well known 

scientists and experts from around the world are clearly reflected in its 

Proceedings. The 4th conference has taken place in China, while the 5th will 

be hosted in Turkey in October 2015. 

Finally, we constantly care for the raising of the awareness of the public on 

the issue.  For this reason, relevant lectures are held on various occasions, 

one travelling exhibition of objects and visual material has been developed, 

educational activities for children have been implemented and also 

information material has been published. 



Let us now take a closer look on the results of all of the above. At first we will 

examine confiscations in the hands of illegal possessors, irrelevant of their 

purpose and then we will focus on returns of cultural goods, after documented 

demands, from public and private museums and institutions, as well as from 

auction houses. For each case, we are also presenting the main arguments 

that the Greek part has used. In this review, we will only present few of the 

latest cases. 

An exhaustive discussion on cases of confiscations is problematic, especially 

when referring to cases still under judicial procedure. Nevertheless, the 

Department for the Documentation and the Protection of Cultural Goods, the 

last few years, has contributed to numerous such restitutions that have also 

been published to the media. 

Now will we will take a closer look on returns of antiquities from public 

museums, starting from one that occurred last summer, from Badisches 

Landesmuseum Karlsruhe. The case involved two early Cycladic objects: one 

marble idol, one of the tallest known, 0,9m. tall, and one “frying pan”, made 

out of chlorite stone. Both artifacts were acquired by the museum in 1975 

from an antique dealer in Genève, Switzerland, without certificates. Obviously 

they were products of looting, since such objects were manufactured only in 

the Cyclades and their dispersion was limited. In the first decades that 

followed the WWII, the artistic and aesthetic value of the early Cycladic 

Civilization was reconsidered, following the contemporary art trend. As a 

result, museums in Western Europe and in the United States started trying to 

enrich their collections with Cycladic Idols. This triggered an explosion of 

looting in early Cycladic sites. Based on the above, the Hellenic Ministry of 

Culture, Education and Religious Affairs, refused to participate in an 

Exhibition for the Cycladic Civilization, in 2011. The refusal, caused both 

positive and negative comments, but finally contributed to the pressure for the 

adoption of an agreement for the return of these objects to Greece. Crucial to 

this conversion, was the Contribution of Lord Collin Renfrew. 

Coming to auction houses, in 2011 and 2012 were repatriated dozens of 

byzantine and post byzantine icons, stolen from ecclesiastical monuments of 



Epirus and Thessaly between 2005 and 2009. They were located in 2011 in 

the online catalogue of Temple Gallery, London, where they were for sale. 

Among them was the half of an icon, the other half of which had been left 

behind from the smugglers that looted the church of St. Nicolas in Zagori, 

Epirus, dating in 1622. 

Also repatriated from the United Kingdom, is a marble architectural part of the 

11th century A. D., stolen from the church of the Transfiguration in Nomitsi, 

Mane, in the Peloponnese. The theft was observed in 1998. In 2012, 

Colleague Dr. Pallis (now professor in the Athens University) reported the 

marble architrave as already sold form the Christie’s London. 

On the first day of the uploading of an auction held by Bonham’s, the 

Department for the Documentation and the Protection of Cultural Goods 

observed that one of the bid lots was for a marble head of Hermes, which was 

included in confiscated photographical archive. That strongly suggested the 

Greek origin and the illegal export from Greece. The above Department 

communicated with the Auction House asking for more details and 

subsequently asked for its withdrawal from the auction. The head was 

withdrawn, indeed, and its owner delivered it to the Greek Embassy in London 

where it still lies, waiting for its return. 

Things do not always have the same evolution, though. Less than one month 

ago, the Hellenic Ministry of Culture, Education and Religious Affairs asked 

for the withdrawal of an inscribed funerary stele dating to the 4th cent. B. C., 

which was for sale by the Christie’s Auction House. This stele was seen in 

Chalkis by Rangabes, who published it in 1853. At the time, and since 1834, 

was at force one of the first Laws of the New Hellenic State for the Protection 

of Antiquities, that did not allow any export without the license of the State. 

The Auction House did not withdraw the object. They called upon the English 

Law that allowed them to proceed. Nevertheless, the Greek part will continue 

to claim the stele from its new owner. 

Here we should notice that extrajudicial compromises instead of judicial 

procedures is the political method applied by the Greek state for the claim of 



return of cultural goods. And this is not only because of the possible 

compensation to the owner, in case he might prove his due diligence in the 

acquiring of the object, or the lawyer’s expenses. It is because in compromise 

agreements, like the ones we are about to see, the matter of unlawful trade is 

never discussed or disputed but accepted as granted, following the legal and 

scientific arguments of the Greek Part.  

We may now focus on returns from private museums. Getty Museum, with its 

often controversial practices for new acquisitions, has already returned in 

2007, a Macedonian golden funerary wreath and an archaic marble statue of 

a “kore”, from Paros Island. Back then, a memorandum of cooperation was 

signed between the Museum and the Hellenic Ministry of Culture, Education 

and Religious Affairs. This Agreement was revised in 2011, when Greece 

started expressing claims for the return of two more objects. They were both 

repatriated in 2012. 

The first one is the part of a marble Athenian funerary relief, which was 

completing two other parts already on display in Kanellopoulos Museum, 

Athens. The involvement and the false statements of an antique dealer having 

been accused for illegal trade of antiquities, was yet another proof for the 

smuggling of the piece abroad. The relief is exhibited now complete, a few 

meters away, in the Kanellopoulos museum.  

The second was an inscribed stele dating back to 430 – 420 b. C., which is 

right now exhibited in the Epigraphical Museum. This unique “Calendar of 

Sacrifices” was in Greece, at least until the sixties, when it is referred that 

habitants of the Attica plain tried to sell it to an American student. The fact of 

the illegal export, was also confirmed in many other scientific articles. 

The latest return from the same museum happened in 2014 and was based 

on the 2011 revised Memorandum that has already been mentioned. It is a 

parchment code, a “New Testament” dating back to me mid – Byzantine 

period (1133 A. D.). The manuscript had been stolen in 1960 from the 

Dionysius Holy Monastery in the Athos Mountain by German tourists. The loss 

was immediately made known to the political administration of Mount Athos. 



Getty Museum acquired it in 1983, after the code had been part of different 

private collections. By the way, this is a common method for the “laundry” of 

looted antiquities. The code was identified in 2014 thanks to the travelling 

Greek Exhibition for the Byzantium “Heaven and Earth” and was returned 

shortly after the relevant demand by the Greek part. At the Moment, the code 

can be seen in the Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens. 

The above are showing that the public opinion is slowly changing, pressing 

relevant authorities and Institutions and leading to several voluntary returns. 

Individuals are giving back fragments hypothetically “collected from the 

Acropolis vicinity by their grandmother as a souvenir back in the sixties”. 

Collectors of ancient Greek coins donate their personal collections. Museums 

are willingly returning the finds of forgotten excavations, held by 

archaeologists of the Nazi troops during the occupation of Greece.  

In 1941, the German archaeologist Hans Reinerth conducted excavations and 

field surveys in Thessaly. These research projects had the aim to prove the 

descent of “Indogermanic” tribes in Greece and thus justify the invasion of 

Germany in Greece. The scholars easily created what they needed to prove. 

Since then, the finds, mainly pottery shreds and stone tools, together with the 

archives of these surveys, were dispersed in different countries of Central 

Europe (Austria – Germany – Switzerland) and were gradually repatriated. 

The last part of them, was returned last June, from Pfahlbaumuseum, 

Bodensee, Germany, which had already notified about its intention to return 

them in 2010. After the conclusion of the study of the material with the 

cooperation of Greek, German and Austrian archaeologists, more than 9000 

pieces, were handed over from the museum, and now they are in the National 

Archaeological Museum of Athens. 

But these objects were not the only ones illegally exported from Greece, 

during the World War II. One of the first attempts of recording the damages 

occurred during the Nazi Occupation, started in 1943 and was published in 

1946. In this publication and in the study of the relevant administrative 

correspondence is based the search of the Department for the Documentation 

and the Protection of Cultural Goods, which is trying to clarify which 



antiquities are still missing and which of them might be sought after. 

Furthermore which of them have been repatriated and which might be located 

and claimed. 

Some of the antiquities referred in the above edition, were identified and 

returned to Greece right after the end of the Occupation. The first such case is 

a marble statue of a woman dating to the roman times, found by German 

soldiers during the digging of war trenches in Salonica. It was exported to 

Austria and was located after the ending of the war in a salt mine, near 

Salzburg and was given back in 1946. 

The study of the Historical Archive of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture, 

Education and Religious Affairs, has revealed cases of restitutions of objects 

not mentioned in the “damages” publication. One of them is the antiquities 

collection of the German Professor Joachim Gerstenberg, including a marble 

head of Zeus from the Hellenistic Period. The collection was located by the 

Greek Military Mission to Berlin in 1947 and after its successful claim was 

repatriated in 1950. 

The research has lead to a new catalogue with antiquities missing from the 

Occupation period. None of them has been located so it could be claimed and 

their quest is extremely difficult due to the lack of photographs or sketches. 

However, some of them have already been uploaded to the Interpol database, 

like the black figured panel, stolen from Kerameikos museum in 1941. 

Closing this speech we cannot but mention the constant demand of Greece 

on the Parthenon Sculptures. The newly built Acropolis Museum, the 

systematic pressure of the competent instruments and Services of the 

Hellenic Ministry of Culture, Education and Religious Affairs in International 

fora along with the increasing change of the international public opinion, 

ensure the successful ending of this effort. 

 

Thank you for your attention and patience. 


