Cultural Heritage
Protection
in Conflict Zones

The UNESCO World Heritage Site of
Palmyra in central Syria was captured by
militants in 2015. A number of important
temples have already been destroyed
and others remain at serious risk of
irreversible damage
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Despite dozens of
international conventions
and resolutions and
the increasingly vocal
condemnation of the
international community,
conflict looting and the
plundering of cultural
heritage continues
virtually unabated across
many of the world’s
current crisis zones. While
the conservation of large
architectural complexes is
often problematic enough,
the preservation of movable
antiquities is proving
nearly impossible, with
porous borders allowing
smugglers to illegally
transfer antiquities to
dealers around the world,
fuelling ongoing conflict
and human suffering.

A 2014 report by UNESCO into conflict looting in Syria found
that archeological sites are being systematically targeted for
clandestine excavations by well-organised and often armed
groups, not all originating from Syria. Museums outside of
Damascus have had their collections plundered or destroyed,
with the number of illegal excavations and incidences of looting
increasing exponentially since the beginning of the conflict in 2011.
Most alarmingly, a number of terrorist groups have been actively
targeting cultural heritage locations across Syria and Iraq, causing
irreparable damage to some of the region’s oldest and most unique
sites.
Whilst the scale and scope of plunder in Syria and Iraq is currently
unparalleled, conflict looting has also inflicted a devastating toll
upon other regions of the world in recent years. Instability and
fighting in northern Mali in 2012 allowed for the widespread looting
of some of West Africa’s most important cultural sites, leaving four
thousand priceless manuscripts - some over 700 years
old - missing from Timbuktu’s fabled Ahmed Baba Institute.
Even when illegally excavated cultural property – removed from
places like Italy, Greece, Cyprus, and Syria – is recovered and
returned, much has still been lost. The value of cultural heritage is
found not just in the object itself but in the place and perspective
in which it was discovered. Much remains to be done, therefore,
to ensure that our past has a future.

Looted Iraqi antiquities seized
after being smuggled into the
United States are put on display
by the Department of Homeland
Security before their return
to Iraq.
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