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The mid-1990 saw a
resurgent international
interest in Nazi-era
looting and the issues
surrounding the
return of plundered
cultural objects to
the rightful owners
or their heirs. This
interest culminated in the
Washington Conference
on Holocaust-Era Assets
in 1998, which brought
together forty-four
governments and thirteen
non-governmental
organisations to herald
in a new approach
to cultural heritage
in which the sale,
purchase, exchange,
and display of art from
the 1933-1945 period is
addressed with greater
sensitivity and a higher
international standard of
responsibility.
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The ‘Washington Principles’ – as the eleven non-binding tenets
agreed upon at the conference in 1998 came to be
known – jumpstarted museum and state efforts to investigate
the provenance of Nazi-era acquisitions held in their collections
and return plundered objects to their rightful owners.
The Washington Principles were followed, in quick succession,
by Resolution 1205 of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe on looted Jewish cultural property in 1999
and the Declaration of the Vilnius International Forum on Holocaust
Era Cultural Assets in 2000. Progress stagnated somewhat until
forty-seven countries convened in Prague in 2009 for the Holocaust
Era Assets Conference, which culminated with the Terezin
Declaration and the creation of the European Shoah Legacy
Institute – an organisation dedicated to monitoring the progress
of States in adhering to the principles contained within the Terezin
Declaration.
A report published by the Conference on Jewish Material Claims
Against Germany and the World Jewish Restitution Organization
in 2014 examining the progress made by States in implementing
the Washington Principles and Terezin Declaration found that,
of the fifty countries assessed, only four may be said to have made
major progress (Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, and Netherlands)
with another eleven considered to have made substantial progress.
These statistics clearly show that much work remains to be done
to ensure that provenance research and cultural heritage protection
mechanisms are strengthened and the obligations acquiesced
to under the Washington Principles and the Terezin Declaration
enforced in member States.
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