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1. Introduction

Although illicit trafficking of cultural goods is not a new phenomenon, the levels it has reached
in recent years, especially in areas affected by armed conflicts and natural disasters,
is concerning.

Cultural heritage is increasingly targeted during conflicts.

The illicit trafficking of cultural property contributes significantly to the funding of terrorism, 
organized crime and money laundering.

It is problematic to provide an assessment of the global extent of the illicit trade in cultural
property.



The Causes

There are many causes of today’s international illicit traffic of cultural objects:

I. the opening of frontiers, the rapid expansion of low-cost travel and the blossoming of the
international art market;

II. the multiplication of conflicts;

III. organized criminal groups are increasingly involved in all aspects of trafficking in
cultural objects and related offences.;

IV.  the deficiencies of national regulations.



Basic forms of this crime

• Illegal export of cultural goods;

• Illegal import of cultural goods;

• Failing to bring back a cultural good exported on the basis of temporary

permit;

• Import or export of cultural goods without permits to avoid customs



Stages
of illicit
trafficking

can take different forms, ranging from 
theft from cultural heritage
institutions or private collections, 
through looting of archaeological sites
to the displacement of artefacts due to 
war

This trade is also often linked to 
organized crime, money laundering
and terrorism.



Stage 1. 
Source of cultural property illicitly traded

• Art theft

• Illicit excavations

• The production of fakes



The reasons
that
individuals
get involved
in illicit
excavations:

I. extreme poverty;

II. artifacts as presents from their
ancestors; 

III. forced by criminal groups;

IV. treasure hunters;

V. way of making a living. 



Stage 1. 
Source of cultural property illicitly traded

• Art theft

• Illicit excavations

• The production of fakes



Stage 2 - Illicit exportation

• Illicit exportation refers to the smuggling of cultural property in breach

of the legislation of the exporting country.

Stage 3 - The sell

• In a number of instances auction houses have been accused of

obscuring the true origin of art objects through their confidentiality

clauses.



Fake provenance documents

In order to hide the illegal or suspicious history of cultural objects, the

production of fake documents is a common practice of traffickers

Fake export certificates/Falsified customs declarations



Dancing Shiva





Transnational nature of the illicit trafficking in cultural
objects



Illicit trafficking of cultural property as an organized crime

• Organized criminal groups are increasingly involved in trafficking in

cultural property, both through legitimate markets, such as auctions and

through the Internet, and in underground illicit markets.

•Illicit trafficking routes can change for historical, cultural, economic and

social reasons.





Kabul @Interpol



Italy @Interpol



Golden Mask from Tumalco 
@Interpol



@Interpol



Corruption and Money Laundering

The illicit cross-border trade described above can only
function because of large and pervasive corruption.

Corruption can be resorted to at different phases of the
supply chain.

Corruption is by no means limited to public officials.



3. Entities committed to prevent the illicit
trafficking

United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC)

United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural

Organization (UNESCO)

International Institute for the
Unification of Private Law 

(UNIDROIT)

International Criminal Police 
Organization (INTERPOL)

United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC)

World Customs Organization
(WCO)

International Council of 
Museums (ICOM)

European Union (EU)



4. Practical measures and tools to prevent
illicit trafficking

1. UNESCO 

2. INTERPOL 

3. ARCHEO – World Customs Organization

4. ICOM 



1.UNESCO 
tools

Awareness-raising campaigns: films, 
video clips and publications

Mediation and conciliation rules on 
conflicts related to cultural property

Actions concerning Cultural Objects
being offered for Sale over the Internet

Model export certificate







1.UNESCO 
tools

Awareness-raising campaigns: films, 
video clips and publications

Mediation and conciliation rules on 
conflicts related to cultural property

Actions concerning Cultural Objects
being offered for Sale over the Internet
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2. INTERPOL 
tools

Database for stolen works of art

Posters - the most wanted works of art, a 
poster that is distributed to countries.

Purple Notice – issued to warn and share
info on modus operandi, objects, and
concealment methods used by criminals.

ID-ART app













Special poster on Green Vault theft



źródło: https://news.artnet.com/art-world/fbi-stolen-art-mobile-app-2284241





źródło: https://apps.apple.com/us/app/id-art/id1532194083





• real-time communication tool

• the information sent via ARCHEO

is encrypted and secured.

3. ARCHEO –
World Customs Organization



4. International Council of Museums (ICOM)

The ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums 2004

• It sets minimum standards of conduct and performance, which museum

professional staff throughout the world is encouraged to implement.

International Observatory on Illicit Traffic in Cultural Goods

• It is a worldwide cooperation platform to share information on and

promote cooperation in the fight against illicit traffic.



Red Lists

• endangered archaeological objects or other types of cultural property

• composed of images of the objects that are secured in a museum or in a

cultural institution.

• to enable law enforcement and cultural heritage/museums professionals and

collectors to be alerted when they encounter similar artefacts to the ones

presented in the list.
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