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Abstract: An overview of both the theoretical approach and the set of actions 
taken during the last decade by Greece – a country with a profound historical 
background and rich cultural heritage – to face the problem of the illicit trade 
of cultural goods. The article contains not only statistical data on recent cases of 
thefts, clandestine excavations, confiscations, and repatriations of cultural goods 
but also information on law enforcement and the effort to establish a network to 
fight the phenomenon on an international level. Aspects such as conforming to the 
international law, monitoring auctions of antiquities, raising people’s awareness, 
and reinforcing the current security status of museums and archeological sites are 
taken into consideration as successful methods for protecting the cultural heritage.
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INTRODUCTION

Protecting material culture in countries with rich historical backgrounds such 
as Greece is neither an abstract idea nor a far-fetched pursuit. Rather, it is a 
daily necessity, a constant task demanding both ample human and material 
resources and a reliable basis of cooperation between different agents of the 
public administration.1 Such protection includes, among other incumbent activities 
of the state,2 the “prevention of illegal excavations, theft, and illegal export,” an 
obligation that comes as no surprise since several international organizations 
have determined the illicit traffic of cultural goods to be the most dangerous 
risk against the effort to protect the cultural heritage of humanity. Furthermore, 
the illegal traffic of cultural goods is considered to be one of the most serious 
areas of crime on a transnational and international level.3 Partly because of 
recent technological advances,4 the problem has become even more intense 
because of the adoption of new and more sophisticated forms and activities.5 
This is the reason why both states and international organizations have been 
trying to confront it by establishing new instruments and adopting practical, 
preventive, and suppressive measures.6

The Archaeological Service of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports,7 
which is mainly competent for the protection of Greek cultural heritage, is respon-
sible for actively confronting the problems arising from the illicit traffic of cultural 
goods by following these three levels in its framework of actions:

1According to the Greek National Legislation, “Ancient immovable monuments dating up to 1453 
belong to the State in terms of ownership and possession, are extra commercium and imprescripti-
ble.” Law 3028/2002, “On the Protection of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage in General,” Official 
Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK 153/Α/28-6-2002, 2002. For an official translation of the 
law, see http://www.unesco.org/culture/natlaws/media/pdf/greece/gre_law_3028_engtof.pdf.
2For the definition of the content of “protection of cultural heritage,” see Law 3028/2002, Art. 3.
3Andreadaki-Vlazaki 2014, 15.
4On the other hand, technological advancement has offered the possibility of developing new tools to 
face the situation (Kind 2011, 176). As far as the technological advances on remote sensing are 
concerned, see Parcak et al. 2016.
5See, e.g., ECOSOC Resolution on 2004/34 on Protection against Trafficking in Cultural Property, 
http://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/organized_crime/ECOSOC_res_2004-34.pdf; Convention 
on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership 
of Cultural Property, 14 November 1970, 823 UNTS 231 (hereafter 1970 UNESCO Convention); 
Interpol, “Works of Art,” http://www.interpol.int/Crime-areas/Works-of-art/Works-of-art.
6Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects, 24 June 1995, 2421 UNTS 457 (hereafter  
UNIDROIT Convention). United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization (hereafter  
UNESCO), “Awareness-Raising Initiatives,” http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/illicit- 
trafficking-of-cultural-property/awareness-raising-initiatives/.
7The Department of Archaeological Service, which was established in 1833 by the German King Otto 
and is the oldest public service of the Greek State. Its first director, called “Conservator,” was the  
German architect Adolf Weissenburg (1789–1840). It also consisted of three Ephors of Antiquities 
(Unterconservatoren), two Greeks and one German. Tsipopoulou 2008, 15.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739117000170 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.unesco.org/culture/natlaws/media/pdf/greece/gre_law_3028_engtof.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/organized_crime/ECOSOC_res_2004-34.pdf
http://www.interpol.int/Crime-areas/Works-of-art/Works-of-art
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/illicit-trafficking-of-cultural-property/awareness-raising-initiatives/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/illicit-trafficking-of-cultural-property/awareness-raising-initiatives/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739117000170


PROTECTING CULTURAL HERITAGE IN GREECE 353

	 •	 	law	enforcement	on	a	basis	of	effective	cooperation	with	the	police	and	the	
judicial authorities;

	 •	 	prevention	through	raising	public	awareness	and	establishing	international	
cooperation networks; and

	 •	 	strict	monitoring	of	the	legal	antiquities	trade	(using	detailed	lists,	export	
licenses, and so on).8

LAW ENFORCEMENT

Clandestine Excavations

In 2009, the Department of Archaeological Service was upgraded to one of the 
General Directorates of the Ministry of Culture and Sports with the expectation 
that it would fulfill its obligations more successfully, including the registration 
of clandestine excavations and cases of vandalism on monuments and archae-
ological sites.9 The standard procedure followed in cases of illicit excavations is 
for the regional services of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports (called 
Ephorates) to immediately report such cases (with the necessary documenta-
tion attached) to the General Directorate of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage 
(General Directorate). Simultaneously, the Ephorates should exercise criminal 
procedures through the Hellenic police against (any, even if yet unknown) 
criminals.10 The General Directorate cooperates then with the competent law 
enforcement authorities, informing them on each reported case and requesting 
any further action, such as the provision of reinforcement for the supervision 
of the looted sites.

Two distinguishing characteristics in Greece should be taken into consideration 
regarding the protection of cultural heritage from looting: the long historical back-
ground of human presence and activity in the Greek territory and the numerous 
monuments and archaeological sites in the country, a number of which are located 
at isolated and hard to be guarded areas.11 Indeed, the preservation of known 
archaeological sites in the country is difficult since it demands thousands of guards. 

8For a brief presentation of the efforts of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports regarding 
the combat against illicit trafficking of cultural property, see Μπουτοπούλου 2008, 57–70; Choulia-
Kapeloni 2013.
9“Report on the Application of the Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit 
Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property: Greece,” http://www.unesco.org/
new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/pdf/greece_2010-11natrep_1970_en.pdf.
10Σακελλιάδης 2008, 177.
11For a detailed presentation of the Greek monuments that are registered in the World’s Heritage List 
Monuments and Sites of UNESCO, see Greece World Heritage Monuments and Sites (Athens: Hellenic 
Ministry of Culture, 2009). For a detailed presentation of the excavations of the Archaeological  
Service of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports for the years 2000–10, see Ανδρεαδάκη-
Βλαζάκη 2012; Hellenic Republic, Ministry of Culture and Sports, http://www.yppo.gr/0/anaskafes/
index2.html.
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Moreover, there are numerous archaeological sites that are yet to be excavated, and 
even some yet unknown by the authorities that cannot be guarded and could easily 
become the target of illicit excavation.

An economic recession that has been extremely severe during the last seven 
years, on the one hand,12 and the ongoing demand throughout the art market for 
ancient artifacts, which still provide a secure investment and, at the same time, a 
feeling of prestige, on the other hand,13 are the main reasons why looting and clan-
destine excavations are still taking place in Greece (Figure 1). After all, the illegal  
trade of antiquities is a criminal activity highly ranked in international terms, 
based on depredation and fraud at every level.14 Of course, the idea that “demand 
will find its supply licit or not” cannot be accepted under any circumstance15 
since the collector’s needs lead to the damage of monuments and sites16 and 

Figure 1. Clandestine Excavation. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

12Parcak et al. 2016, 188. The intensity and frequency of looting in Egypt and worldwide can be con-
nected with the global economic crisis that started in 2009.
13For a detailed presentation of the role of auction houses in the antiquities trade, see Brodie 
2014.
14Watson and Todeschini 2006, 543.
15Waxman 2008, 107.
16Χαμηλάκης 2007, 79.
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to the disturbance of archaeological remains, especially because of clandestine 
excavations.17

There has been a great deal of progress against the unethical and illicit traffic of 
cultural heritage, demonstrated by the fact that cases of looting, since being registered 
by the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports, seem to have been reduced, and the 
total amount of damage by pillaging has also been reported to have declined leading 
up to 2014 (Figure 2). Fortunately, it also seems that many of the looting attempts 
are ending up unsuccessful, including those conducted by many Greek citizens, who, 
even before the economic crisis, have been trying to find lost treasure, supposed to  
have been stashed in the Greek soil by the Ottomans, the Nazis, or the partisans.

Another important factor is that the same geographical areas are being targeted 
more or less by the looters. Thus, the looters seem to be taking advantage of their 
thorough knowledge of the archaeological sites, the monuments and their  
surroundings, and the landscape of specific areas of the Greek territory. Xanthi, at 
Thrace (in northeastern Greece), Elis, and Aitoloakarnania in the western part of 
the country seem to be facing major looting problems, while Corinth and Achaia 
in the northwest Peloponnese and Phthiotis in the center of the Greek mainland 
are also suffering greatly from looting (Figure 3). It seems as though the words of a 
notorious antique dealer reflect the truth: “I cannot stop people digging the fields 
in Northern Greece.”18

Figure 2. Recorded Illegal Excavations per Year, 2011–14.

17See also Gill and Chippindale 1993, 624–32, where all of the negative aspects of looting burial 
contexts, particularly in the Cyclades, are examined.
18Αποστολίδης 2006, 107.
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Thefts

Since 2011, more than 70 cases of thefts of cultural objects have taken place 
in Greece.19 This number increased in 2012, while in 2013 and 2016 there was an 
impressive decrease (Figure 4). A number of these incidents took place in ortho-
dox churches, most of which are located in isolated areas of the Greek periphery, 
mainly in the region of Epirus. Others thefts occurred in private collections (both 
registered and unregistered). Unfortunately, three thefts took place in museums and 
storerooms. There was the theft of a storeroom in the archaeological site of Ancient 
Eleusis in 2011, the theft of the Museum for the History of the Olympic Games in 
Antiquity in Ancient Olympia in 2012,20 and the theft of the National Art Gallery also 
in 2012. Happily though, the cultural goods removed in the cases of Ancient Olympia 
and Eleusis were very soon recovered by the Hellenic police (Figures 5–6).

In all of these cases, the competent General Directorate followed a specific pro-
cedure in order to inform all of the relevant authorities in Greece and abroad. 
Object-ID forms were completed and sent (both in Greek and English) to Interpol 
in order that the stolen objects and their photos were included in Interpol’s data-
base of stolen cultural property.21 The same information was distributed to the 

Figure 3. Recorded Illegal Excavations per Region, 2014.

19The term “theft” includes all of the incidents of illegally removed cultural monuments that have 
been recorded for which all of the competent authorities have been officially informed (that is, Interpol, 
UNESCO, the International Council of Museums, and European Union (EU) state members).
20Choulia-Kapeloni 2013.
21Σακελλιάδης 2008, 176–77.
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Hellenic police, the marine police, and customs and also to the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the International 
Council of Museums, and the 27 competent authorities, according to Council 
Directive (EEC) 93/7 on the Return of Cultural Objects Unlawfully Removed from 
the Territory of a Member State.22 By implementing such a specific procedure, the 
possibility that any of these illegally removed cultural goods could appear in the 
international art market is greatly minimized.

Confiscations

The General Directorate responsible for the fight against the illegal transfer 
of cultural heritage is, among others, competent for the organization of digital 
inventories and the management of databases recording all stolen, embezzled, 
and confiscated movable monuments as well as illegal excavations. In the period 
2011–15, more than 200 cases of confiscated cultural goods were recorded within 
the Greek territory. These cases concern the illegal possession of ancient, byzantine, 
and post-byzantine artifacts. More specifically, 49 cases of confiscation were 
recorded in 2011, 45 in 2012, 30 in 2013, and 33 in 2014 (Figure 7). In 2014, the 
astonishing number of 35,340 cultural goods were recovered through the 33 con-
fiscations, including 1,203 coins, 45 vessels, 7 figurines, 25 architectural fragments, 

Figure 4. Cases of Theft in Greece, 2011–16.

22Council Directive (EEC) 93/7 on the Return of Cultural Objects Unlawfully Removed from the 
Territory of a Member State, [1993], OJ L074.
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and 6 religious icons. In 2015, there were 44 confiscations, comprising 1,720 items, 
including, 246 coins, 45 vessels, 11 figurines, 7 architectural fragments, 8 icons, 
and 8 books.

Figure 5. Recovered Objects from the Museum of Olympic Games in Antiquity at the Archae-
ological Site of Ancient Olympia, Peloponnese. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

Figure 6. Part of the Recovered Antiquities from the Theft at the Archaeological Site of 
Eleusis, Attica. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.
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These confiscations were conducted by the Hellenic police with the aid of the 
services of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports.23 The most characteristic 
cases included the confiscations of two statues of Kouroi (male sculptures of the 
archaic period), which originated from a cemetery near Corinth (Figure 8a and b);  
a bronze statue, probably depicting Alexander the Great, which was seized in 
Serres, Macedonia (Figure 9); and numerous antiquities from a cemetery that was 
looted in Macedonia (Figure 10).24

Figure 7. Confiscations of Cultural Items, 2011–15.

Figure 8. Two Archaic Kouroi Confiscated after Their Illegal Excavation at the Area of 
Corinth, Peloponnese. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

23Σακελλιάδης 2008, 175–76.
24Choulia-Kapeloni 2013.
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25Law 3028/2002, Chapter 9 on Criminal Provisions, Arts. 53–72.
26Ministerial Decree YPPO/DOEPY/TOPYNS/33/42426, “Amendment of the Ministerial Decree 
YPPO/DOEPY/TOPYNS 33/42426/30-7-2003 on the possession and use of metal detectors,” Official 
Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK1440/B/2012, 2012.

Figure 9. Metal Statue, Probably of Alexander the Great, Copy of a Work of  
Lysippus, Confiscated in the Area of Central Macedonia. ©Hellenic Ministry of  
Cultures and Sports.

LAW ENFORCEMENT AND ESTABLISHING AN INTERNATIONAL 
NETWORK FOR THE FIGHT AGAINST THE ILLICIT TRADE  

OF CULTURAL GOODS

National Legislation

Law 3028/2002 contains a whole chapter dedicated to “criminal law provi-
sions,” including both imprisonment and fines for those who break the law.25 
Certain provisions have become stricter during the last 10 years, such as the 
regulations regarding possession and use of metal detectors with the amend-
ment in 2012 of the Minister’s Decree of 2003.26 According to the new provi-
sion, the inventory of the owners of metal detectors has been digitalized, and 
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the license to use a metal detector can only be issued by the General Directorate 
(Figure 11).27 

Conforming to International Law

Greece is a signatory state to the 1970 UNESCO Convention.28 The convention 
was ratified and incorporated in the national legal system by law.29 It should be 
underlined that it was only in 2012 that the Meeting of the States Parties to the con-
vention defined the arrangements for the election of the Subsidiary Committee, as 
a monitoring mechanism over the implementation of the convention.30 Thus, the 
Subsidiary Committee, which is composed of the representatives of 18 member 

Figure 10. Golden Objects from Illicit Excavation of a Classical Cemetery (fourth–third 
century bc) Confiscated in the Area of Central Macedonia. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures 
and Sports.

27Choulia-Kapeloni 2013.
281970 UNESCO Convention. For the importance of the application of international conventions in 
the fight against the illicit traffic of cultural goods, see Delepierre and Schneider 2015.
29Law 1103/1980, “On the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer 
of Ownership of Cultural Property,” Official Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK 297/Α/29-2-
1980, 1980.
30Papathanassiou 2014, 26-31; UNESCO, “Subsidiary Party of the Meeting of the State Parties to 
the 1970 Convention,” http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/illicit-trafficking-of-cultural- 
property/subsidiary-committee/.
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states who are elected for a four-year term, has a number of functions in order to 
monitor the implementation of the convention.31 Greece was a strong supporter of 
establishing this monitoring body and was honored to be elected to the Subsidiary 
Committee by the votes of 95 member states. Greece’s purpose as a member of this 
committee has always been to build consensus based on a climate of cooperation 
and mutual understanding in order to achieve the interests, often conflicting, of all 
members of the convention, with respect for the international legal framework. In 
addition, Greece is also a signatory member state to the 1954 Hague Convention 
and its 1999 Second Protocol32 and the 1995 UNIDROIT Convention.33

31The functions of the Subsidiary Committee are: to promote the objectives of the Convention; to 
review the national reports submitted to the General Conference by the states parties to the Conven-
tion; to share good practices, prepare and submit to the Meeting of States Parties recommendations 
and guidelines that can help in implementing the Convention; to identify difficult situations resulting 
from the implementation of the Convention, including topics regarding the protection and return of 
cultural property; to establish and maintain coordination with the “Return and Restitution Committee” 
in connection with capacity-building measures to combat the illicit trafficking of cultural property; 
and to inform the Meeting of States Parties of the activities that have been implemented. UNESCO, 
“Subsidiary Party of the Meeting of the State Parties.”
32Law 1114/1981, “On the Ratification of the Convention signed in the Hague on 14th May 1954 for 
the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict,” Official Gazette of the Hellenic 
Republic, Doc. FEK 6/Α/8-1-1981, 1981. Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 
Event of Armed Conflict, 14 May 1954, 249 UNTS 240.
33Law 3348/2005, “On the Ratification of the UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported 
Cultural Objects,” Official Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK 144/Α/23-6-2005, 2005.

Figure 11. Number of Metal Detectors Registered per Year.
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The Role of the European Union

In light of the recent developments on the matter of the illicit traffic of cultural 
goods, the European Union (EU) has included the prevention of, and the fight 
against, the illicit traffic of cultural goods as a topic in Priority Area D of the 
Conclusions of the Council on the Work Plan for Culture 2011–14,34 which 
proposes collaboration in the creation of a toolkit against the phenomenon.35 Of 
course, the most important development on the matter is the re-examination of 
the effectiveness of the Council Directive (EEC) 93/7 “on the return of cultural 
objects unlawfully removed from the territory of a Member State.”

Indeed, during the Greek presidency of the European Council, the recast of 
Council Directive 93/7 Directive was achieved. According to Council Directive 
(EU) 2014/60,36 the annex of Council Directive 93/7 was deleted, which has the 
result that every cultural object defined or classified by a member state as a 
national treasure will be eligible for return.37 The Directive also provides for the 
extension of deadlines so that member states will have more time to certify that the 
object discovered in another member state is a national treasure and more time to 
initiate the return proceedings before the competent national court. A new system 
called the Internal Market Information System has been put into operation, 
according to the new Directive, in order to improve administrative cooperation 
and encourage information exchanges between the national authorities. The most 
important change of the recast directive though is the placement of the burden of 
proof on the possessor for compensation purposes, meaning that the possessor 
will need to prove that when acquiring a cultural object under dispute he or she 
can not have known that it has been illegally trafficked. Based on Article 4 of the 
UNIDROIT Convention, the Directive refers to non-exhaustive criteria to define 
due diligence in order to provide fair compensation, and it “can be viewed as a 
binding EU standard of due diligence for cultural property exchange.”38

Participation in an International Network of Cooperation

The Greek state promotes the creation of a cooperation network with many coun-
tries in order to prevent the illicit trafficking of cultural goods. This cooperation 
includes action on two levels, including, on the one hand, the signing of agreements 

34Conclusions of the Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, 
Meeting within the Council, on the Work Plan for Culture, 2011–2014, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:42010Y1202%2801%29.
35For a thorough analysis, see Peters 2015.
36Council Directive (EU) 2014/60 on the Return of Cultural Objects Unlawfully Removed from the 
Territory of a Member State, [2014], OJ L159.
37Council Directive 2014/60, Art. 15.2 provides that “each Member State may apply the arrangements 
provided for in this Directive to requests for the return of cultural objects unlawfully removed from 
the territory of other Member States prior to 1 January 1993.”
38Peters 2015, 145.
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at the bilateral and international level and, on the other hand, through deepening 
of cooperation and joint actions within the framework of international organi-
zations dealing with the matter. In accordance with the 1970 UNESCO Conven-
tion,39 the Greek state has signed three very important bilateral agreements, which 
were ratified by the Greek Parliament in 2011, with Switzerland,40 China,41 and 
the United States.42 Furthermore, in 2013, a bilateral agreement was signed with 
Turkey,43 a neighboring country sharing similar problems with Greece concerning 
the protection of its cultural property.

In the same context, negotiations are ongoing to sign respective agreements with 
other states.44 It should also be noted that efforts are always being made to inte-
grate provisions on the prevention of trafficking in the educational and cultural 
agreements signed by Greece. This is the case with the educational and cultural 
agreements signed with Albania, Bulgaria, Iraq, Lebanon, Montenegro, Poland, 
Hungary, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Tunisia. With the same view, workshops 
have been organized in order to share good practices and the exchange of informa-
tion with countries facing similar problems with the prevention of the illicit trade 
of cultural goods, such as Iraq.45

The Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports and the Hellenic Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs cooperate systematically in various international organizations in which 
Greece is a member (UNESCO, the International Institute for the Unification 
of Private Law, the Council of Europe, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, the 

39According to the 1970 UNESCO Convention, Art. 15, “nothing in this Convention shall prevent States 
Parties thereto from concluding special agreements among themselves or from continuing to implement 
agreements already concluded regarding the restitution of cultural property removed, whatever the rea-
son, from its territory of origin, before the entry into force of this Convention for the States concerned.”
40Law 3915/2011, “Ratification of the Agreement between the Federal Council of the Swiss Confed-
eration and the Government of the Hellenic Republic on the Import, Transit and Repatriation of 
Cultural Goods,” Official Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK 20/Α/17-2-2011, 2011.
41Law 3914/2011, “Ratification of the Memorandum of Understanding between the Government 
of the Hellenic Republic and the Government of the Hellenic Republic of America concerning the 
imposition of import restrictions on Categories of Archaeological and Byzantine Ecclesiastical Ethno-
logical Material through the 15th century AD of the Hellenic Republic,” Official Gazette of the Hellenic 
Republic, Doc. FEK 19/Α/17-2-2011, 2011.
42The Hellenic Republic and the United States signed a memorandum of understanding to reduce the 
incentive for further pillage of Greece’s cultural heritage, after almost 10 years of negotiations.  
It refers to the imposition of import restrictions on categories of archaeological material up to the  
fifteenth century ad. See http://www.unesco.org/culture/natlaws/media/pdf/greece/gre_law4026_11_ 
mouusa_greorof. The Memorandum was signed on 17 July 2011 at the New Acropolis Museum. 
See also http://www.culturalheritagelaw.org/widget/culturalheritagenews/764317. Law 4026/2011, 
Official Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK 231/Α/3-11-2011, 2011. See also Gill 2010, 73–76.
43Law 4294/2014, “Ratification of the Protocol Between The Government Of The Hellenic Republic 
And The Government Of The Republic Of Turkey On The Prohibition And Prevention Of The Illicit 
Import, Export, Transit And Transfer Of Ownership Of Cultural Property,” Official Gazette of the 
Hellenic Republic, Doc. FEK 211/Α/30-9-2014, 2014.
44Such as Ukraine, Italy, Peru, Egypt, and Israel.
45The meeting took place in the premises of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports in May 2013.
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Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation, and the European Crime 
Prevention Network). One of the important results of these efforts was the unani-
mous adoption in 2012 by the plenary of the UN General Assembly (UNGA) of a 
draft decision on the return or restitution of cultural property to their countries of 
origin.46 It was the first time such a plan was so widely accepted, even by countries 
that had never done so in the past, such as Russia and Turkey.

Archaeologists under the General Directorate have actively been involved in bilateral 
or multilateral meetings organized on the prevention of the illicit trafficking of cul-
tural goods. In 2010, Greek archaeologists participated in seminars held at the head-
quarters of Interpol in Lyon, France, at the headquarters of the Carabinieri in Italy, 
and at the headquarters of the competent Israeli authorities in Israel. In addition, 
Greek archaeologists have attended and participated in many conferences organized 
on the matter of preventing cultural goods from being illicitly trafficked.47

Raising Public Awareness

The Ministry of Culture and Sports is always in constant collaboration with the 
Ministry of the Public Order and Protection of Citizens, the Hellenic police and the 
National Interpol Bureau, the Ministry of Finance and customs services, and the 
marine police. The General Directorate has organized working meetings and semi-
nars with police officers, customs officers, marine police officers, and military officers 
to coordinate the actions between them and the Ministry of Culture and Sports in 
order to enhance cooperation and share information towards improving the meth-
odology used for the prevention and combat of the illicit transfer of cultural goods.

Efforts are always being made to inform citizens whenever disasters occur in 
relation to antiquities and the historical memory, when a monument is looted, and 
when artifacts are violently separated from their context. A variety of actions are 
implemented in order to raise public awareness, such as:
 
	 •	 	the	design,	planning,	and	implementation	of	an	educational	program,	oriented	

towards schools at the primary and secondary level;
	 •	 	participation	in	an	educational	program	called	“Witness	the	Past”	(designed	by	

the Technical Educational Institution of Athens);48

	 •	 	the	organization	of	seminars	 for	the	training	of	archaeologists	on	matters	
regarding the fight against the illicit trade of cultural goods;

46United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), Agenda Item 10: Return or Restitution of Cultural 
Property to the Countries of Origin, 67th Session, Doc. A/67/PV.53, 12 December 2012, http://www.
un.org/en/ga/67/resolutions.shtml.
47See, e.g., “Archaeological Objects: Legislation, Policy and Practice: A Comparative Perspective,” 
Bogota, Colombia, 5–6 May 2010; “Museum Theft Response Plan,” Amman, Jordan, 12–13 June 2011; 
Meeting of the States of Southeast Europe, organized by UNESCO, Turkey, 2012; Balkan Regional 
Workshop, Sofia, Bulgaria, June 2013.
48Witness the Past: Education Program on Illicit Trafficking of Antiquities, http://www.witnessthepast.gr/.
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	 •	 	the	organization	of	the	third	International	Conference	of	Experts	on	the	Return	
of Cultural Property in Athens and Ancient Olympia in 2013.49 Experts from 
all over the world and from various faculties (law enforcement, police, and 
custom authorities) gathered and exchanged opinions and experience while 
offering suggestions about the repatriation of antiquities and generally 
combat of illicit trade50 (the first and second sessions of the Conference of 
Experts on the Return of Cultural Property were held in Seoul in 2011 and 
2012; within the framework of the third conference in Greece, four countries 
(Greece, China, Turkey, and Korea) signed an agreement in order to arrange 
a follow up to the conference, through which the conference was established 
as a new institution whose fourth session was held in Dunhuang, China, 
in 2014;51 the fifth session was held in Nevsehir, Turkey, in 2015; and the 
sixth session in Gyeongju, Korea, in 2016).52 The need for the international 
community to take note of the declarations and recommendations of this 
international forum was expressed in the resolution adopted by the UNGA 
on 9 December 2015 on the return or restitution of cultural property to the 
countries of origin;53

	 •	 	the	publication	of	the	Proceedings of the Third International Conference of Experts 
on the Return of Cultural Property.

	 •	 	the	organization	of	temporary	exhibitions,	such	as	the	exhibition	“Illicit	Antiquities	
No More,” which was initially designed by the Archaeological Museum of 
Thessaloniki54 (the exhibition was also transformed into a portable version so 
that it could be presented all over Greece;55 and

	 •	 	the	publication	of	the	informational	brochure	“Protecting	History,”	which	
reviewed the achievements of the implemented actions against the illicit trade 
of antiquities and the return of cultural property.56

49Choulia-Kapeloni 2014.
50For the recommendation adopted during the conference, see “Ancient Olympia Recommenda-
tion,” http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/pdf/Ancient_Olympia_
Recommendation.pdf.
51“Experts Calls for Return of Looted Relics,” http://www.kaogu.cn/en/News/Academic_activities/ 
2014/0912/47504.html; “Dunhuang Recommendation to Help in Recovery of Lost Cultural Property,” 
http://english.gov.cn/news/video/2014/09/24/content_281474989045346.htm.
52Sixth International Conference of Experts on the Return of Cultural Property, 2016, http://
icecp2016.or.kr/eng/2016.asp.
53UNGA, Agenda Item 10, “Return or restitution of cultural property to the countries of origin,” 70th 
Session, Doc. A/RES/70/76, 9 December 2015.
54Archaeological Museum of Thessaloniki, “A Museum for All,” http://www.amth.gr/el/ekdiloseis/
arxeio-ekdiloseon/item/239-archaeokapilia-telos.
55General Directorate of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage, “Illicit Antiquities No More,” http://
www.igoumenitsamuseum.gr/images/text_files/1703373372533d3d9b054653.58039631.pdf. We should 
also mention the exhibitions, concerning the combat against the illicit trade of cultural goods that 
were organized in 2007 and 2008. Apostolidis and Brodie 2007; see also the 2008 exhibition Nostoi. 
Godart, De Caro, and Gavrili 2008.
56Choulia-Kapeloni 2013.
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Current Security Status of Sites, Museums, and Storage Facilities

All public museums that belong to, and are run by, the Hellenic Ministry of 
Culture and Sports have an alarm system and a system for fire detection as part of 
their standard equipment. All museum facilities are monitored by an internal tele-
vision system of surveillance. The alarm system and the system for fire detection 
are also controlled by a central specialized department, which immediately informs 
the Hellenic police or the fire departments in case of emergency. The Ministry of 
Culture and Sports is always making efforts to increase the number of security 
personnel that are competent in safeguarding archaeological sites and recruiting 
permanent or temporary short-time staff.

RECENT REPATRIATION CASES

An essential obligation of the General Directorate is the monitoring and checking 
of art and antiquities auctions, a practice that has led to several acts of repatriation 
of Greek cultural goods. From 2009 until 2015, the Hellenic Ministry of Culture 
and Sports successfully accomplished 27 repatriations of cultural goods, which 
were proven to have been illegally exported out of Greece.57 In 2014 and 2015, 
in particular, 16 cases involving the return of Greek cultural goods illegally located 
abroad were successfully completed, resulting in the repatriation of 10,095 and 
2,617 cultural goods respectively. This number of cases includes seized cultural 
goods that had been illicitly exported from the Greek territory, voluntary returns 
of cultural goods both by institutions58 and individuals,59 as well as cases made 
possible after long and often exhaustive negotiations and procedures.

Although the General Directorate was in charge of the coordination of the 
above repatriations, they would not have been successful without the collab-
oration of Greek and foreign customs and consular services, judicial and law 
enforcement authorities, as well as intergovernmental organizations, such as 
Interpol. The repatriated antiquities, which belong to Greece’s cultural heritage, 
are important components of the essence of the history of the country, part of 

57Andreadaki-Vlazaki 2014, 18–22. For the methodology and the administrative procedures, see also 
Μπάνου 2008. For repatriated antiquities before 2009, see the catalogue of the exhibition “Repatriated 
Masterpieces – NOSTOI,” which was organized by the presidency of the Italian Republic and 
the Hellenic Ministry of Culture at the Acropolis Museum in 2008. See also Ministry of Culture and 
Sports, http://www.yppo.gr/2/g22.jsp?obj_id=22170; Godart 2014.
58E.g., a fragment from Parthenon’s frieze (University of Heidelberg, Germany 2006); a marble 
architectural fragment probably from the region of Acropolis, Athens (Rijks Museum, Netherlands, 
2011); human skeletal remains that originated from the Early Helladic cemetery at Tsepi Marathon 
(Museum of Natural History, Austria, 2010); a fragment of a post-byzantine incunabulum and a 
protogeometric oenochoe (Fitzwilliam Museum, United Kingdom, 2012).
59Many individuals from all over the world return fragments—relics—claiming that they had 
been initially found in Greece. Among them there are some very interesting cases, such as the 
return of 73 ancient artifacts by the initiative of Roland Obermaier (Germany, 2013). The items had 
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which is being destroyed, together with various scientific information about the 
antiquities, as a result of their violent removal from their archaeological context. 
The following catalogue of some of the recent repatriated objects is indicative of the 
importance of the scientific information that is lost because of such illegal exca-
vation.60 Such illegal activity forcibly destroys the true story behind these beautiful 
objects—the story that we would have known if these objects had been found by way 
of a legal, scientific excavation and had been studied by scholars in public museums.

Figures 12 and 13 reveal a standing female figure with folded arms belonging to 
the “canonical” type of Early Cycladic figurines,61 widely distributed in the Aegean 
as prestige objects, and a “frying pan” vessel with triangular handle and relief dec-
oration of interconnected spirals, which was a very popular theme in the art of the 
Early Cycladic civilization.62 These two types of antiquities are the most character-
istic creations of the Early Cycladic civilization. They were looted, probably in the 
first decades after World War II63 and were acquired in 197564 by the Badisches 
Karlsruhe Museum,65 from which they were returned.66

been stolen from the Museum of Kos, during World War II. Obermaier was officially awarded 
a citation by the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports for his kind gesture (for more details, 
see also Marianna Kakounaki and Enri Canaj, “In the traces of the stolen occupation,” Ekathimerini. 
com, 13 July 2014, http://www.kathimerini.gr/776077/gallery/epikairothta/ereynes/sta-ixnh-
twn-klemmenwn-ths-katoxhs). See also the delivery to the Hellenic embassy in Germany of an 
architectural fragment that had originated from Ancient Olympia. “Repatriation of a stone trunk 
from Ancient Olympia,” 23 August 2017, http://www.culture.gr/el/Information/SitePages/view.
aspx?nID=2009.
60Reference is made exclusively on cases that have been successfully accomplished and are not under 
negotiation or under judicial claim.
61Michael Brandt, “German-Greek cultural reconciliation,” 6 June 2014, http://www.deutschlandfunkkultur. 
de/kykladenkunst-deutsch-griechische-kulturversoehnung.954.de.html?dram:article_id=288467.
62UNESCO, “Other Cases of Return or Restitution of Cultural Objects,” http://www.unesco.org/
new/en/culture/themes/illicit-trafficking-of-cultural-property/other-cases-of-return-or-restitution- 
of-cultural-objects/.
63Σωτηρακοπούλου 2005, 43. Gill and Chippindale 1993, 616. After World War II, there was an 
increasing interest among the collectors in acquiring Cycladic idols, promoting the clandestine 
excavations and destructing valuable archaeological data. This tension also encouraged the massive 
production of fake or forged idols. See also Gill and Chippindale 1993, 602: “The Cycladic figures, 
while remaining an important aspect of prehistoric archaeology in the Greek archipelago, move deci-
sively into the connoisseur’s domain.”
64Gill and Chippindale 1993, 605.
65Thimme 1976, 462, plate 151c, 517 (Figure 364). According to Lord Renfrew, they were bought 
“in apparent contravention of the International Council of Museums – Code of Ethics.” Renfrew 
et al. 2007, 347.
66Cramer-Chadjidimos 2014, 68–69. According to Sotirakopoulou, the majority of the Cycladic 
idols, now located at museums of Western Europe or North America, probably have been illegally 
exported from Greece. Σωτηρακοπούλου 2005, 43. The Badisches Landesmuseum was finally forced 
to accept that “the legitimacy of their acquisition was in doubt.” Hattler 2011, 6–9. For the vague or 
falsified provenance of the Cycladic collection, see also Gill and Chippindale 1993, 612, 614.
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Figure 12. Standing Female Early Cycladic Figurine Repatriated from Germany. ©Hellenic 
Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739117000170 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739117000170


370 KOSTAS NIKOLENTZOS ET AL

Figure 14 shows approximately 10,000 finds originating from excavations and 
surveys along Thessaly during the Nazi’s occupation of Greece in 1941. The finds 
are dated to the Neolithic Age and were stored at various sites in Germany, partic-
ularly at Pfahlbaumuseum—Unteruhldingen.67

Figure 15 reveals a byzantine manuscript from St Dionysus Monastery at Mount 
Athos.68 It was stolen in 1960 during the visit of a group of German pilgrims to 
the library of the monastery. It was acquired by the J. Paul Getty Museum in 1983, 
being previously part of the Oscar Meyer (in Los Angeles, United States) and the 
Ludwig (in Aachen, Germany) private collections. After intensive negotiations and 
in accordance with the Framework for Cultural Cooperation, which was signed by 
the Hellenic Republic and the J. Paul Getty Trust in 2011, the dispute was resolved 
in good faith, and the Getty Museum agreed to return the item voluntarily to 
Greece in September 2014.

Two stone items—an ionic capital and a mortar—were offered by an American 
citizen. The ionic capital, according to the owner’s opinion, comes from the region of 

67“Griechische Scherben aus Ausgrabungen des 2: Weltkriegs sind zurück in Griechenland,” 
17 July 2014, http://www.lifepr.de/pressemitteilung/pfahlbaumuseum-unteruhldingen-bodensee/
Griechische-Scherben-aus-Ausgrabungen-des-2-Weltkriegs-sind-zurueck-in-Griechenland/
boxid/499491.
68Byzantine and Christian Museum, http://www.byzantinemuseum.gr/en/homepage/?nid=1880.

Figure 13. “Frying Pan,” Early Cycladic Vessel Repatriated from Germany. ©Hellenic 
Ministry of Cultures and Sports.
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the Acropolis in Athens and the mortar originates from Crete. Five Mycenaean vessels 
were delivered to the Hellenic General Consulate in Chicago in 2011. In addition, 
Figure 16 shows over 100 ancient Greek coins confiscated by the Italian authorities 
and repatriated from Italy,69 according to, and implementing, Council Directive 93/7.

Figure 17 reveals an ancient marble head withdrawn from a Bonhams auction 
in 2014 and repatriated in 2015. It is a Roman copy of a major Classical-era 
Greek sculpture by Alkamenes, which was originally found in the south wing of 
the Acropolis Propylaea.70 Mycenaean pottery from a cemetery in northwestern 
Peloponnese was repatriated in 2017 from Germany.71

Figure 14. Boxes Containing 10,000 Finds from Excavations and Surveys along Thessaly, 
Repatriated from Germany. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

69“Eighty Ancient Greek Coins to be Returned from Italy,” Archaeology and Arts, http://www.archaeology.
wiki/blog/2014/09/22/eighty-ancient-greek-coins-returned-italy/.
70“Ancient Mercury head retired from an auction in London,” Archaeology and Arts, 1 October 2014, http://
www.archaiologia.gr/blog/2014/10/01/%CE%B1%CF%80%CE%BF%CF%83%CF%8D%CF%81% 
CE%B8%CE%B7%CE%BA%CE%B5-%CE%B1%CF%81%CF%87%CE%B1%CE%AF%CE% 
B1-%CE%BA%CE%B5%CF%86%CE%B1%CE%BB%CE%AE-%CE%B5%CF%81%CE%BC%CE% 
AE-%CE%B1%CF%80%CF%8C-%CE%B4%CE%B7%CE%BC/. The Hellenic Ministry of Culture and 
Sports prepared the necessary documentation in order to achieve the withdrawal of ancient objects from 
the Bonham auction. See also Gill 2014, although Gill substantially ignores the role of the Greek authorities 
who identified and repatriated this cultural object.
71“Επαναπατρισμός αρχαιοτήτων που διακινήθηκαν παράνομα,” 31 March 2017, http://www.culture.
gr/el/Information/SitePages/view.aspx?nID=1850.
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The Impact of the Economic Crisis

The economic crisis, from which Greece has been suffering since 2010, has also 
negatively affected the sector of cultural heritage. A great number of the staff, who 
were working as guards in museums and archaeological sites, was retired, while 
no new recruits of guards working on a permanent basis has taken place due to 
the fiscal austerity policies.72 Also, in 2014, the Directorate for the Documentation 
and Protection of Cultural Goods, which was responsible for combatting the illicit 

Figure 15. Byzantine Manuscript from St Dionysus Monastery at Mount Athos, Repatriated 
from the United States. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

72Γεροβασίλη: Μέχρι τον Ιούλιο οι 200 προσλήψεις για μόνιμους φύλακες - «Ναι» σε 1.314  
εποχικούς,” 3 April 2017, http://www.iefimerida.gr/news/329039/gerovasili-mehri-ton-ioylio-oi-200- 
proslipseis-gia-monimoys-fylakes-nai-se-1314.

Figure 16. Part of a Collection of Coins Confiscated and Repatriated from Italy. ©Hellenic 
Ministry of Cultures and Sports.
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trafficking of cultural objects, was downgraded to a department under a general 
plan for the reduction and reorganizing of the public administration of the state’s 
directorates and departments.73

Many Greeks invested in metal detectors, hoping to make money easily and 
quickly, in order to improve their living conditions. The Ministry of Culture 
and Sports was forced to tighten the relevant legal framework in order to stop, 
or at least to better monitor, this phenomenon.74 At the beginning of the crisis, 

Figure 17. Head of Hermes, Repatriated from United Kingdom after Being Withdrawn 
from an Auction at Bonhams. ©Hellenic Ministry of Cultures and Sports.

73“The Fighting against Illicit Trafficking of Cultural Objects at a Central Level: Vision or Reality,” 
presentation at the Conference of the Hellenic Archaeologists’ Association, “Revisiting the Future of 
the Protection of Monuments,” Athens, 25–26 February 2016.
74With the amendment of the Minister’s Decree of 2003, Official Gazette of the Hellenic Republic, Doc. 
FEK 1440/B/2012, 2012. The owner’s inventory has been digitalized and the permission of the use of 
metal detectors is obtained and edited by the central authority of the Ministry of Culture and Sports.
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an increased number of cases of theft and smuggling was recorded. Gradually, as 
shown by recent statistics, the situation has normalized.

EPILOGUE

The world has become increasingly aware that theft and trafficking of cultural 
property is a major problem. Due to the nature of the problem—clandestine exca-
vation, smuggling in transit, and either private sales or mixing contraband objects 
in the legitimate market—it is difficult to present reliable data on the size of the 
illicit market. Nevertheless, the following argument is clear and concrete. Looting 
and the illicit traffic of cultural heritage is not only unfair and unethical towards 
humanity, but they are crimes according to national legislative systems and inter-
national law, and they are scientific “crimes” that are wounding our past and, thus, 
inevitably, our future as well.
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