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Hobby metal detecting is a controversial subject. Legal and policy approaches differ widely across national
and regional contexts, and the attitudes of archaeologists and heritage professionals towards detectorists
are often polarized and based on ethical or emotive arguments. We, the European Public Finds
Recording Network (EPFRN), have implemented collaborative approaches towards detectorist communi-
ties in our respective contexts (Denmark, England and Wales, Finland, Flanders, and the Netherlands).
Although our motivations are affected by our national circumstances, we base our work on an agreed set
of goals, practices, and visions. This article presents the EPFRN’s vision statement and provides insight
into its underlying thoughts. We hope to create a debate on how to develop best practice approaches that
acknowledge the inherent challenges of hobby metal detecting while realizing its potential.
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INTRODUCTION

Hobby metal detecting for archaeological
objects is a contentious issue, not least in
Europe. Especially since the 1990s, the
activity has increased in popularity, and
there is little prospect of this reversing.
On the contrary, it is more likely that its
increasing profile, through the press and
social media, will increase the current
‘metal detector boom’ experienced in many
countries in future.
The opinions and attitudes of archaeol-

ogists towards (and against) hobby metal
detecting are often polarized, while legal

and policy approaches differ greatly across
jurisdictions, ranging from highly restrict-
ive to liberal or even supportive, and many
nuances in between (Figure 1). Like metal
detecting itself, they are highly internal to
the different European countries or
regions and legislations (Bland, 2005;
Scheschkewitz, 2013; Makowska et al.,
2016; Deckers, 2019).
Controlling hobby metal detecting may

be a justified policy choice in some con-
texts. Far too numerous are the examples
of heritage sites from all periods across
Europe which have been plundered by
illegal or irresponsible detectorists in
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search of artefacts for their own personal
collections or for sale (Lecroere, 2016;
Ganciu, 2018), or even in ignorance. To
protect sites from illegal detecting, the
Valletta Convention on the Protection of
the Archaeological Heritage (Valletta,
1992: article 3,iii) recommends that
member states control the use of metal
detectors by non-professionals by making
it subject to prior authorization (by the
official heritage sector). Intriguingly, the
national responses to that injunction have
been diverse.
Over the past years, the heritage sectors

in many European countries have poured
significant resources into the enforcement
of legal restrictions against hobby detect-
ing, and into raising awareness of the pro-
blems relating to illegal metal detecting,
not least among representatives of the law
enforcement authorities. Despite these
efforts, the effectiveness of a ban on or
severe restriction of hobby metal detecting
to safeguard cultural heritage can be ques-
tioned. The enforcement of heritage legis-
lation remains a matter of low priority,
especially under the current political
climate of cutbacks to enforcement agen-
cies. Furthermore, while the media in

countries with restrictive policies highlight
the few convictions of ‘treasure hunters’
caught in the act, many other detectorists
continue practising metal detecting with-
out being prosecuted (e.g. Ulst, 2010;
Huth, 2013: 134; Karl & Möller, 2016;
Gundersen et al., 2016). Here we argue
that illegal and irresponsible metal
detecting cannot be policed effectively
by legislation alone. Indeed, restrictive
legislation might just offer a comforting
illusion that cultural heritage is being pro-
tected, while thousands of finds are
retrieved by detectorists (and probably
others) without the prospect of ever being
recorded.
This dilemma has led to a tacit accept-

ance of illegal hobby metal detecting in
many contexts. In others, it has prompted
pragmatic approaches, trying to make the
best of this situation. In dealing with the
phenomenon of hobby metal detecting in
our respective legal and cultural contexts,
we, the authors and members of the
European Public Finds Recording Network
(EPFRN hereafter), have taken a step
beyond pragmatism through adopting a
cooperative approach towards the detector-
ist communities. It emphasizes cooperation

Figure 1. Metal detector users in a permissive context (Denmark 2015), operating in open and
intensely cultivated landscapes. Photograph: Allan Faurskov.
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and participation and aims to realize the
potential of hobby metal detecting for the
benefit of archaeological research.
We have found common ground in a

set of guiding objectives and visions, under
the heading of the EPFRN’s vision state-
ment (see below). With this article, we
introduce our views and provide insights
into its founding thoughts and principles.
This leads to an argument in favour of a
liberal policy choice and a cooperative
approach, which we have found to be the
most productive response to the metal
detecting phenomenon, at least in our
respective national and regional contexts.
We hope to stimulate what we consider a
necessary debate about how European
archaeology can develop more constructive
approaches towards hobby metal detecting.

IMPLEMENTING A COOPERATIVE

APPROACH: THE EPFRN RECORDING

SCHEMES

Cooperation between the heritage sector
and hobby detectorists is not new, nor
is it exclusive to the contexts presented
in this article. Similar approaches, devised
to include responsible detectorists in
research projects or other controlled activ-
ities, are increasingly being endorsed else-
where, even in countries where hobby
detecting is otherwise controlled or even
prohibited (Majchczack, 2016; Rácz, 2017;
Komoróczy et al., 2017; Ganciu, 2018;
Günther, 2019).
We who endorse the EPFRN’s vision

statement all work under regimes of
heritage protection that permit metal-
detecting in most circumstances, thus
necessitating engagement with that com-
munity. Although we are based in differ-
ent national contexts, we all are rooted in
Western/Northern European cultural
heritage management traditions and atti-
tudes towards public inclusion and

cooperation. However, values and atti-
tudes towards heritage among the public
and detectorists as well as the wider social
and cultural preconditions for engaging
metal detector communities may differ
significantly across Europe.
A unique aspect of our approach has

been the development and provision of online
digital schemes facilitating the recording of
metal-detected and other non-profession-
ally-discovered finds; it involves both non-
professionals and professionals and makes
these finds accessible to all. All the schemes
listed in Table 1 have either been initiated
or are currently directed by members of the
EPFRN (for more information, see https://
www.helsinki.fi/en/networks/european-public-
finds-recording-network).
There are marked differences in legisla-

tion and attitudes towards metal detecting
in England, Wales, Flanders, the
Netherlands, Denmark, and Finland. The
national schemes function differently and
are characterized by varying degrees of user
inclusion in the recording process. They
also have very different histories. The
Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS), for
example, was established as early as 1997.
Others are comparably young or still in
development. Similarly, while, for example,
the Portable Antiquities of the Netherlands
(PAN) scheme functions within a legal
system that grants ownership rights over
cultural property to individuals, many
historically significant finds recorded in
the Danish Digitale Metaldetektorfund
(DIME) scheme are considered property of
the state. A discussion of these recording
schemes’ background and impact, however,
cannot be undertaken here and we refer to
Table 1 where a detailed introduction to
the individual schemes via links and refer-
ences is given.
What the schemes have in common is

their operational aim: to provide a portal
for digital recording and, hence, digital
preservation of metal detector (and other
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public) finds (Figure 2). More specifically,
all the schemes share the following elements:

. making finds and contextual data access-
ible to the general public and for research;

. applying the principle of ‘user engage-
ment’ and crowdsourcing, in order to
implement the ambitions of the Faro
Convention (Faro, 2005);

. promoting the idea that human values
should be at the centre of cultural heri-
tage and that all people should be able
to participate in all aspects of cultural
heritage management.

The schemes are technological solutions
using a digital recording process, which has

become increasingly relevant in the wake
of the digital revolution and the rise of
‘big data’. This has led to an increased
emphasis on finds data instead of physical
objects. In England and Denmark, for
example, metal detector finds cannot now
be ignored by those engaged in serious
archaeological research (Figure 3). The
schemes also fulfil an important social
function by facilitating public inclusion
and participation in the archaeological
process. Beyond this, they act as com-
munication platforms, informing and
educating users on various aspects of arch-
aeological practice and the treatment of
objects (Portable Antiquities Advisory

Table 1. Overview of the finds recording schemes constituting the EPFRN and their context and
background. For more detailed introduction to the individual schemes follow the links or view references.

Name Region
Institutional
anchorage Link

Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) England and
Wales

British Museum and
National Museum
Wales

https://finds.org.uk/
https://museum.
wales/portable-
antiquities-scheme-
in-wales/
see Lewis, 2016

MEDEA Flanders Free University
Brussels/Histories
vzw

https://vondsten.be/
see Deckers et al.,
2016

Portable Antiquities of the Netherlands
(PAN)

The
Netherlands

Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam

https://www.portable-
antiquities.nl/
see Kars & Heeren,
2018

DIME: Digitale Metaldetektorfund Denmark Aarhus University https://dime.au.dk/
see Dobat et al.,
2019a

SuALT: The Finnish Archaeological Finds
Recording Linked Open Database
(Löytösampo/ FindSampo)

Finland University of
Helsinki, Aalto
University, and
Finnish Heritage
Agency

Under development,
see: https://blogs.hel-
sinki.fi/sualt-project/
see Wessman et al.,
2019
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Group, 2017; Portable Antiquities of the
Netherlands, 2019).
More recently, the EPFRN and indi-

vidual members of the network have
joined the EU Framework Programme
HORIZON 2020-funded ARIADNEplus
partnership (Ariadne, 2019), which aims to
integrate the contents of our respective
schemes into the ARIADNEplus research
infrastructure to facilitate research and other
possible uses of the data across modern
national boundaries.

METAL DETECTOR COMPLEXITIES

For us, hobby metal detecting covers
metal detecting outside a controlled arch-
aeological excavation, primarily in pursuit
of leisure (see Ferguson, 2013 who
describes the hobby as ‘serious leisure’ in
reference to Stebbins, 1992). Assessing the

scale and nature of hobby detecting on
national or regional levels, and document-
ing developments over time, have proved to
be complex matters. Netnographic studies,
focusing on social media, have been shown
to result in heavily biased and unreliable
absolute numbers (Hardy, 2017), beyond
indicating that legal regimes seem to have
little impact on the number of active
detector users in a given context (Karl &
Möller, 2016). Estimates for specific
countries can be drawn from a variety of
sources (e.g. Thomas, 2012; Hardy, 2017;
Immonen & Kinnunen, 2017; Dobat
et al., 2019a). What is beyond doubt is
that hobby detecting will remain an
important issue in all European countries,
in both liberal and restrictive contexts.
Perhaps more worrying is the lack of reli-
able data on the scale and the impact of
detecting that, in many countries, has ser-
iously hampered the formulation of

Figure 2. The recording of finds through the PAS for England and Wales is based on a regional
network of finds liaison officers (FLOs) establishing trustful relationships with finders. Here Laura
Burnett (Somerset FLO) is examining a detector user’s finds. Photograph: courtesy of the PAS.

276 European Journal of Archaeology 23 (2) 2020

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.1 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.1


appropriate responses. Metal detectorists
are only one of many groups with a legit-
imate interest in archaeology, but the
growing community of detectorists has a
profound and direct impact on archaeo-
logical heritage, as it is they who are

making most archaeological discoveries
outside a controlled environment.
Detectorist motivation constitutes a

second factor, after scale. An important
element of the polarized debates on detect-
ing among heritage professionals is the

Figure 3. Cultural connections across the North Sea and modern national boundaries as reflected in the
distribution of Viking Age composite disc brooches with Jelling style ornamentation (Jeppesen, 2011).
Maps like these would be impossible to create without the permissive approaches towards hobby metal
detecting and finds recording practices in England and Denmark. Image: Louise Hilmar.
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simplistic dichotomy between ‘good’ and
‘bad’ detectorists. The ‘good’ practitioners
are assumed to be driven by a desire to
contribute to the scientific process of
writing local or national history and striv-
ing towards professional recognition of
their findings, whereas the ‘bad’ ones are
scorned as mere ‘treasure hunters’ or,
worse, looters. Both types exist, but detec-
torists are a very heterogeneous group,
with many somewhere in between these
extremes (see e.g. Thomas, 2016).
Indubitably, some detectorists, including

in the contexts in which we find ourselves
working, are primarily driven by financial
motivations or the desire to build private
collections. Possibly, some of these detec-
torists have no or little interest in cooperat-
ing with the professional heritage sector or
in following the various codes of practice
for responsible metal detecting (see e.g.
Meller, 2004; Gill, 2010; Rodríguez
Temiño & Roma Valdés, 2015). For
others, however, the primary motivation
appears to be the desire simply to hold a
piece of tangible history and engage with
the past in a first-hand, active fashion. For
some, detecting is just another physical
activity in the great outdoors, and others
are attracted by the social contacts the
hobby affords. Finally, there are those for
whom detecting is more of a personal
project, fulfilling a need to ‘get out of the
house’ and find some mental relaxation
(e.g. Thomas et al., 2015; Winkley, 2016;
Immonen & Kinnunen, 2017; Dobat et al.,
2019b; Wessman, forthcoming).
In whatever way one hopes to engage

with metal detecting, it is crucial to under-
stand the nuances of these motivations.
Detectorists across Europe are influenced
by their respective national, cultural, and
social contexts; their activities are shaped
by the nature of the landscape, the archaeo-
logical record and heritage policy, as well as
by their socio-economic backgrounds and
community identities. Recognizing this

multitude of contributing factors is an
important prerequisite for engaging with
detectorists and a necessary step in the
development of appropriate policies.
Impact constitutes our third partial

unknown. Here too the debate is muddled
by binary oppositions that obscure all
nuance: liberal/restrictive, licit/illicit, respon-
sible/irresponsible. We argue that these
hamper discussions about the potential con-
tribution or threat of hobby detecting. A
restrictive legislation precludes the possibil-
ity of detecting in (what the EPFRN might
consider) a responsible manner, and may
result in more, rather than less, illicit activ-
ity, particularly if it remains unenforced.
Conversely, even the most liberal policies in
Europe do not allow detecting in all loca-
tions and under all circumstances. More
useful from our perspective, especially when
it comes to developing a best practice policy
and recommendations, is an identification
of destructive and constructive practices and
behaviours among detecting communities.
Exchanging information about these prac-
tices is of equal importance: detecting com-
munities are not necessarily aware of the
basic rules of best archaeological practice, so
proper communication of preferred practices
is key in any future approach to the phe-
nomenon. This is only possible when
archaeologists reach out to detectorists and
the public at large.

EXPLAINING THE VISION

Knowledge gain

In countries with a long tradition of liberal
policies (such as Denmark or England),
accumulated data on detector finds have
long demonstrated their potential as
sources of information on various aspects of
past societies. For some fields of research,
the evidence of hobby metal detector finds
made available for research has radically
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altered traditional views and led to entirely
new pictures of the past; examples include
supra-regional networks of production and
exchange, settlement landscapes, or more
abstract concepts, such as identity, gender,
and religion (see e.g. Worrell et al., 2010;
Deckers, 2012; Dobat, 2013; Oksanen &
Lewis, 2015) (e.g. Figure 3).
Metal detector finds were once (and in

some contexts still are) argued to be of
limited scientific value, compared to
‘proper’ archaeological finds, due to a lack
of contextual information. The lack of a
narrowly defined context does impose
certain limits and requires a special analyt-
ical approach compared to excavated mater-
ial. Work on the PAS dataset in particular
has led to a thorough understanding of the
various biases affecting the distribution of
detector finds (Robbins, 2013; Oksanen &
Lewis, 2015). In addition, a growing body
of scholarly work demonstrates that
detector find assemblages (like surface finds
recovered during fieldwalking) also consti-
tute meaningful archaeological signatures
(e.g. Heeren & Van der Feijst, 2017;
Hadley & Richards, 2018; Christiansen,
2019). Even though detector finds from
plough horizons cannot normally be related
to specific features, their spatial distribution
adds information about the character of a
site as well as excavated features and struc-
tures (e.g. Petersen, 1994; Jørgensen,
2000). Archaeological finds come from dif-
ferent types of contexts and contribute dif-
ferently to our understanding of the past.
Metal detector finds must be treated on
their own terms in order to get the most
out of the data available (for a critical per-
spective on the use of detector finds as
research data, see Robbins, 2013; Cooper
& Green, 2017).
If detector finds are to be analysed as

scientific data, they need to be reported,
recorded, and made accessible. At an early
point in the popularity of metal detecting,
in the 1980s and 1990s, the heritage

sectors in Denmark, England, and Wales
understood that it was important to
cooperate with finders to secure informa-
tion about these finds, if they are to be
exploited in research. In these countries,
the data compiled over the past few
decades—through the collection policy of
Danish museums and the Danefæ (treas-
ure trove) administration underlying it,
and the Portable Antiquities Scheme in
England and Wales—have provided a
basis for countless research projects. The
PAS alone has contributed substantially to
more than 130 PhD projects and 170
Masters dissertations (https://finds.org.uk/
research).
We contend that the systematic record-

ing and study of metal-detected objects
under a cooperative scheme yields a
greater gain in knowledge about the past
than is possible under a restrictive scheme.
By contrast, in most restrictive contexts,
detector finds are largely unreported and
information about them is, therefore, diffi-
cult to access and interpret (see for
example Hardy, 2017; Deckers et al.,
2018). The mistrust between professional
archaeologists and hobby detectorists,
often a consequence of restrictive legisla-
tion and disapproving attitudes, further
obscures the availability of reliable metal-
detected finds data. Moreover, the deonto-
logical limits set by the professional sector
on using metal-detecting data contribute
to this trust gap as well as limit progress
even further.
It could be argued that we cannot evalu-

ate the advantages of a liberal system in
terms of knowledge gain as long as we are
unable to estimate the loss of potential
research data in the form of unreported
finds. However, as mentioned, metal
detecting is taking place on a vast scale
under restrictive legal regimes (Karl &
Möller, 2016; Hardy, 2017). Spectacular
discoveries made by people caught illegally
searching merely gives us a glimpse of the
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enormous research potential that is being
lost (e.g. Meller, 2004; Lecroere, 2016).
The vast majority of illegal detectorists in
these contexts remain unnoticed and their
finds remain unreported, and hence never
enter the archaeological record. Considering
the difficulty of curtailing hobby metal
detecting through restrictive legislation, it is
surely better to have reports on a representa-
tive fraction of metal-detected finds than to
have none at all.

Preservation issues

Since the Valletta Convention (1992), the
principle of ‘preservation in situ’ whenever
possible, is a central tenet of European
heritage protection legislation. While a
hallmark of the heritage preservation dis-
course (Patiwael et al., 2019: 336), it
stands in sharp contrast to the stereotyp-
ical public perception of archaeology as the
‘search for things’. As heritage profes-
sionals, we know this popular image to be
a distorted simplification, yet for many,
particularly detectorists, the thrill and fas-
cination of discovering a tangible piece of
the past is what makes the very essence of
archaeology (e.g. Holtorf, 2005; Perry,
2019). Many simply do not understand
the principle of ‘preservation in situ’ and
do not appreciate archaeologists’ sensitivity
about people excavating and finding
ancient remains since they believe the task
of the archaeologists is to ‘dig and find
stuff’ and transfer their discoveries to
museums, where such things ‘belong’ (e.g.
Ferguson, 2016). For the detecting com-
munity (and perhaps others too), ‘preser-
vation in situ’ can be interpreted as a
means of monopolizing archaeology and
preventing non-professionals from gaining
direct access. It is therefore important for
archaeologists to be aware that different
values, interpretations, and meanings are
given to the archaeological heritage

beyond the analytical lenses through
which archaeologists attempt to make
sense of the material past. If we want the
wider public to be interested and involved
in learning about and understanding the
past (which surely we must, especially as
many of us work in public museums, uni-
versities, or the heritage sector more gen-
erally, which are principally funded
through public taxation) (Figure 4), we
must find ways of reaching out beyond
those already involved and better explain
our methods for preserving that past.
The EPFRN supports the ideal of

‘preservation in situ’ of the archaeological
record whenever possible. Known monu-
ments and sites with finds in intact con-
texts should only be excavated with a clear
research agenda; in these cases, searching
recognized, protected archaeological sites
simply to find artefacts is completely
unacceptable. In other circumstances,
however, especially with respect to metal
detector finds, in situ preservation is not
always the best possible choice. Long-term
studies on copper alloy objects in plough-
soil have demonstrated the damaging
effect of the increasing use of chemical fer-
tilizers and soil acidification caused by
acidic emissions (Tronner et al., 1995;
Nord & Lagerlöf, 2002). As copper alloy
is the most frequent material category
among metal detector finds from north-
western Europe, the damage thus caused
to the archaeological heritage is immense,
and the long-term consequences are diffi-
cult to assess. Agricultural soil treatment
(ploughing, etc.) with increasingly effective
devices has shown to result in the mech-
anical destruction of finds buried in the
ploughsoil (Haldenby & Richards, 2010;
Svensson, 2014).
The damaging effect of archaeological

objects being extracted from their original
contexts constitutes a valid argument
against liberal policies towards metal
detecting. This is undoubtedly true in
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many cases, when detectorists deliberately
or inadvertently target known historical
sites and/or irrevocably destroy structures
and other archaeological features to recover
finds, whether these sites are known or
not. There are even cases where detector-
ists realized that a find was in a stratified
context and still removed it without arch-
aeological support, perhaps in the excite-
ment of discovery or fearing that, if left,
others might claim it (e.g. Ferguson, 2016:
123–24). In reality, however, most detector
finds from north-western European coun-
tries are likely to originate from the
ploughsoils. In Denmark, for example,
only a small minority of 485 finds (1.6 per
cent) of the total amount of 30,224 finds
recorded in the DIME scheme up to July
2019 were found in the context of possibly
undisturbed landscapes. Likewise, of the
79,353 finds logged with the PAS in 2017,
93 per cent came from cultivated land; just

over 2 per cent from grassland, and 2 per
cent from the foreshore (Lewis, 2018).
Normally, any contextual associations of an
object in the soil have been compromised
by the mixing effect of ploughing and
other agricultural processes. Under such
circumstances, the recovery of the object in
itself has no damaging effect, as long as its
position is logged with the finds record.
In the open and intensely cultivated

landscapes of Europe, not only are the
metal finds in the ploughsoil in danger of
getting lost, but the remaining features
below the plough’s reach are also at risk.
These can only be monitored and rescued
if known. In this light, the contribution of
metal detecting goes beyond the artefacts
themselves. In some regions of Denmark
and England, the bulk of detector find
spots represent newly discovered historical
environments, i.e. sites which the official
heritage agencies would not be able to

Figure 4. Members of the Leicestershire Young Archaeologists’ Club visiting the special exhibit of the
Roman-period Hallaton Treasure at Harborough Museum, with Wendy Scott (Leicestershire &
Rutland FLO). Photograph: courtesy of the PAS.
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include in their regional heritage monitor-
ing and protection plans, were it not for
their discovery by detectorists (Daubney,
2016; Feveile, 2016).
Following these arguments, we might

consider hobby metal detecting an effect-
ive tool for cultural heritage management
and protection, in full accordance with the
overarching goals of heritage protection,
that is to safeguard and preserve in situ
whenever possible. Whether archaeologists
(and others) make the best use of the data
to protect the past, and whether (or not)
most hobbyist detectorists would be happy
to relinquish the right to detect an import-
ant landscape, if it was taken out of culti-
vation for example, are questions for
debate. In any case, for detector finds that
are currently threatened by increasing
deterioration in open and cultivated land-
scapes, their extraction from the ploughsoil
might be the best option for the find to be
recorded, preserved, and made accessible.

Social and ethical aspects

European societies have seen radical
changes over the past decades, not least
because of a growing focus on the ideals of
social multivocality, inclusion, and participa-
tion. Though still an important cornerstone
of archaeological outreach, the sole presen-
tation of archaeological expert knowledge
on site, in the context of museums, or
through the media is (or will be) at variance
with the expectations of contemporary
society. Today’s audiences have become
acquainted with the idea of having the right
to be included and to participate actively in
the archaeological process (Perry & Beale,
2015; Kajda et al., 2018).
Heritage professionals and even policy

makers increasingly recognize this new reality
of archaeological outreach, most promin-
ently with the Faro Convention, which
promotes the idea that parties should

‘encourage everyone to participate in the
process of identification, study, interpret-
ation, protection, conservation and presen-
tation of the cultural heritage’ (Faro, 2005:
Article 12: Access to cultural heritage and
democratic participation). Constituting one
of the inspirational sources of the Faro con-
vention, participatory rights within the
domains of culture and science are even
enshrined as a universal human right in
Article 27 (1) of the United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UN, 2019).
Against this expectation of inclusiveness,

archaeology in many countries has seen a
distinct process of professionalization since
the Valletta Treaty of 1992. Although this
had many positive effects, it has also
resulted in creating a gap between profes-
sionals and non-professionals, with the
latter increasingly excluded from doing
archaeology, and the former finding it
harder to include the public (see, e.g.,
Fahlander, 2017; Perring & Orange, 2017).
The growing popularity of hobby metal

detecting is also a consequence of the
current Zeitgeist. Much of its appeal lies in
the fact that metal detecting allows practi-
tioners to act creatively as producers of
their own local and personal histories, in
contrast to being passive consumers of
expert archaeologists’ narratives. Studies of
the motivations of detectorists (Thomas,
2012; Winkley, 2016; Dobat et al., 2019b;
Wessman, forthcoming) show that many
are driven by a desire to enter into a per-
sonal and hands-on dialogue with the past
and hold or even own a piece of history
(Figure 5). Their finds give them a direct
connection to the past and allow them to
connect intimately with ‘their’ heritage and
history. Importantly, they can make this
connection independently, without expert
facilitation, or educational, cultural, or
social preconditions. This may of course
not be the motivation for all hobby detec-
torists but, based on our personal
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experiences of meeting and working with
detectorists, it is clear that many have a
particular interest in the past landscapes
that they search.
Within academia the social trends

noted above have been assimilated under
the banner of crowdsourcing and citizen
science, and the participation of large
communities of non-professionals in sci-
entific processes. Public Participation in
Scientific Research (PPSR) has become
increasingly relevant over the past decades
in varying academic disciplines, not only
as a means of acquiring big data but also
as an avenue towards a more democratic
research based on evidence and informed
decision-making (Bonney et al., 2009;
Sanz et al., 2014).
The potential of including similar

approaches in archaeology and heritage

management goes far beyond data collec-
tion. At the base of sustainable cultural
heritage management lies an understand-
ing of cultural heritage as a valuable
resource and a collective property (see
Guttormsen & Swensen, 2016). By enab-
ling members of the public to interact dir-
ectly with the past and by distributing
stewardship of portable antiquities, we
stimulate and enhance such attitudes. This
should not be misunderstood as an argu-
ment in favour of private possession of
archaeological finds. In our work in our
respective regions, we have to acknowledge
that in some countries the legal frame-
works grant ownership rights over cultural
property to individuals; we must therefore
try to make the best of this situation
through digital recording of finds data.
Even with finds that must be reported and

Figure 5. Typical situation at a detector survey event on discovery of a notable find, illustrating the
potential of metal detecting to engage in a personal and hands-on dialogue with the past. BIFROST
rally 2010 organized by the Danish detector associations Harja and Tellus in cooperation with Odense
Bys Museer at Voldtofte, south-west Funen. Photograph: Allan Faurskov.
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with museums having the opportunity to
acquire them, the acquisition of finds is
necessarily selective: in England, Wales,
and Northern Ireland, for example, about
40 per cent of all Treasure finds—typically
precious metal finds as well as hoards that
come under the jurisdiction of the
Treasure Act 1996—are acquired by
museums, though the reasons for non-
acquisition vary considerably (see https://
finds.org.uk/publications/).
We hold that hobbyist metal detecting

and its (often) very passionate community
of practitioners offer a unique opportunity
to use archaeology in the active promotion
of the idea of shared ownership and
custody over heritage resources, even in
contexts where such responsible attitudes
and practices do not prevail. Though this
might be overly idealistic, given the many
cases of illicit detecting, we see great
potential in cooperation with responsible
detectorists as a pathway towards a demo-
cratic, participatory heritage management,
and as a way of releasing archaeology’s
capacity to contribute to building inclusive
and democratic societies.

PROBLEMATIC ASPECTS OF A

COOPERATIVE APPROACH

It would be naive to claim that a liberal
and cooperative approach to non-profes-
sional metal detecting is without chal-
lenges. As emphasized earlier, such an
approach does not necessarily prevent
individuals from practising illicit and/or
irresponsible detecting. Neither can we
claim that a recording scheme is the solu-
tion to all problems relating to hobby
metal detecting (see Gill, 2010;
Rasmussen, 2014). Liberal and cooperative
approaches have even been said to create a
demand and extra motivation for detector-
ists, in particular because professional val-
idation may increase an object’s value on

the antiquities market (Lecroere, 2016).
Some finds will always remain unreported
in a context where professionals reach out
to hobby detectorists, and it is open to
debate whether this loss is a price worth
paying for the representative fraction of
finds that does get reported in areas with
finds recording schemes.
The diverse and often oppositional atti-

tudes and principles prevailing in the pro-
fessional sector and the detecting
communities constitute a further chal-
lenge, in part because the different values
and meanings placed on the archaeological
heritage often stand in the way of cooper-
ation. Yet building bridges across such dif-
ferences and forging trustful relationships
is a basic condition for a cooperative and
permissive approach. Although sceptical
attitudes on the side of the professional
sector may be well-founded in cases of
illegal or irresponsible detecting, the
mutual mistrust that has built up between
professional archaeologists and hobby
detectorists also hampers cooperation with
practitioners who are willing to collaborate
or at least open to the idea.
The economic sustainability of coopera-

tive approaches poses another challenge.
Their long-term implementation can put a
heavy administrative and financial burden
on the official heritage sector and its insti-
tutions. Making newcomers to hobby
detecting aware of legal frameworks and
encouraging them to adhere to good arch-
aeological practice requires time and
resources which are already limited within
a notoriously underfunded sector.
Moreover, basic finds recording is a costly
affair, even if finders are self-recording.
The cost of a permissive and cooperative
model may be greater than the cost of
restrictive models, at least as long as
restrictions are not enforced. Again, it is
open to debate whether the financial
balance would still be the same if one con-
sidered the investment necessary to enforce
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a restrictive regime properly and actively
prevent illegal detecting.

THE EUROPEAN PUBLIC FINDS

RECORDING NETWORK’S VISION

STATEMENT

There is no single solution to hobby metal
detecting and we do not consider our
approaches to be without challenges. All
solutions need to be adapted to specific
national or regional circumstances that, in
many cases, may differ significantly from
the contexts within which we work. In the
finds-rich and less intensely cultivated
regions of southern Europe, for example,
with very different socio-economic condi-
tions and attitudes towards cultural heri-
tage, the professional sector confronts a
very different reality (e.g. Marín-Aguilera,
2012, for a discussion of looting in Italy).
Nonetheless, considering all the factors
discussed above, we still think that archae-
ology and society at large are best served
by cooperating with hobby metal detect-
ing. It is on this ground that we have for-
mulated a shared set of principles, goals,
and visions that include:

. Broad public engagement and access to
the archaeological heritage at local,
regional, national, and European level.

. A democratized approach to heritage
management in Europe, stimulated
through the incorporation of principles
of citizen science and crowdsourcing.

. A recognition of recorded public finds
as an important body of archaeological
evidence for human behaviour and
interaction.

It is our objective to work closely together,
and with other areas, to:

. Advance archaeological knowledge
through the recording and research of
publicly discovered finds.

. Encourage best archaeological practice
in the field when searching for and
recording publicly discovered finds.

. Support ways for public finds to be pre-
served and made accessible for the
benefit of the whole of society, nation-
ally and internationally.

. Enable members of the public to
actively contribute to the recording and
handling of the archaeological heritage
in the pursuit of knowledge.

. Promote international cooperation in the
field of archaeological finds recording.

. Advance knowledge of public attitudes
towards the cultural heritage and improve
understanding of their impact.

. Develop democratic approaches to heri-
tage management in Europe.

We will achieve these goals by:

. Making information on archaeological
finds discovered by the public accessible
to all, including international research-
ers as well as the wider public.

. Facilitating the incorporation and use of
public finds in cross-national research.

. Distributing knowledge on regulation
and responsible behaviour for the public
when searching for (and recovering), or
discovering by chance, archaeological
objects.

. Acting as an intermediary between
finders of scientifically important finds
and museum and heritage professionals
in a responsible way.

. Exchanging information on regulations,
experience, and expertise with inter-
national colleagues.

. Improving standards of archaeological
work undertaken by members of the
public to promote a sense of shared
stewardship of the past.

. Supporting research through our finds
recording databases and other means,
by acting as intermediaries for finds
experts, and by identifying gaps in arch-
aeological small finds knowledge.
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. Incorporating and further developing
principles of citizen science and crowd-
sourcing in public finds recording.

This vision statement has emerged out of
the practical experience of developing and
provisioning digital schemes that facilitate
the recording of metal detector finds as
well as an academic endeavour to better
understand metal detector communities
and their impact on European cultural
heritage. While the first is a very practical
expression of what we consider to be the
cooperative approach in our vision, other
elements have broader implications and
are applicable in both permissive contexts
and in contexts that ban or otherwise
restrict metal detecting. In our view, this
combination of experience and factual
knowledge is a key prerequisite for the
development of an appropriate response
towards the metal detector phenomenon.

CONCLUSION

Even within the approach we advocate
here, obvious differences exist in the ways
our principles and aims are applied. A
consistently enforced restrictive approach
to metal detecting may be the best option
in certain contexts where detecting has a
destructive impact on cultural heritage. In
other circumstances, nuanced restrictions
are not necessarily a hindrance to cooper-
ating with practitioners who are willing to
detect in a responsible manner.
We see the enormous benefits respon-

sible metal detecting has to offer to arch-
aeological research, to the protection of
finds buried in the ploughsoil in open and
cultivated landscapes, and with respect to
the social role of archaeology in a chan-
ging society. A cooperative approach, in
our perspective, stands as a more reward-
ing, less damaging, and more sustainable
alternative to restrictive models.

We, therefore, consider it necessary
and timely to re-evaluate prohibition
models and to discuss openly the various
options for a more constructive response
to the metal detecting hobby. We hope
that our expertise and experiences in
establishing and promoting public finds
recording schemes in England, Wales,
Denmark, Finland, Flanders, and the
Netherlands will inspire others exploring
more cooperative approaches towards
hobby metal detecting.
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Vers une démarche plus coopérative envers la détection de métaux de loisir. Enoncé
de vision du Réseau européen d’enregistrement d’objets découverts par le public
(European Public Finds Recording Network, EPFRN)

La détection de métaux est un loisir sujet à controverses. La réglementation et les lois diffèrent selon les
régions et les pays et les attitudes des archéologues et professionnels du patrimoine envers les utilisateurs
de détecteurs de métaux sont souvent polarisées et fondées sur des arguments d’ordre éthique voire
émotionnel. Le Réseau européen d’enregistrement d’objets découverts par le public (EPFRN) a élaboré
des démarches collaboratives envers les utilisateurs de détecteurs de métaux dans les pays où il opère.
(Danemark, Angleterre, Pays de Galles, Finlandes Flandres, Pays-Bas). Bien que les motivations des
auteurs soient influencées par les conditions prévalant dans chaque pays, leur travail repose sur un
ensemble d’objectifs, de pratiques et de visions communs. Ils présentent ici la vision de l’EPFRN et
donnent un aperçu des idées sur lesquelles elle se base, dans l’espoir d’encourager un débat sur la meilleure
façon de formuler de bonnes pratiques qui tiennent compte des défis inhérents à la détection de métaux
de loisir tout en lui permettant de réaliser son potentiel. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Mots-clés: protection du patrimoine, détection de métaux, objets#archéologie numérique, environ-
nement historique, crowdsourcing, sciences participatives

Ein kooperativer Ansatz im Umgang mit Sondengängern. Die Vision des
europäischen Netzwerks für die Aufnahme von Privatfunden (European Public
Finds Recording Network, EPFRN)

Das Hobby der Sondengängerei ist ein umstrittenes Thema. Die rechtlichen Vorschriften und prak-
tischen Ansätze sind je nach regionalen oder nationalen Voraussetzungen sehr unterschiedlich. Die
Einstellungen von Archäologen und Denkmalpflegern gegenüber Sondengängern sind oft polarisiert und
stützen sich auf ethische oder sogar emotionale Argumente. Als Europäisches Netzwerk für die
Aufnahme von Privatfunden (EPFRN) verfolgen wir den Ansatz einer Zusammenarbeit mit
Sondengängern in Dänemark, England, Wales, Finnland, Flandern und den Niederlanden. Obgleich
vor dem Hintergrund verschiedener nationaler Voraussetzungen unterschiedlich motiviert, beruht unsere
Arbeit auf einer Reihe von gemeinsamen Zielen, Vorgehensweisen und Zukunftsvisionen. Dieser Artikel
stellt die Vision des europäischen Netzwerks für die Aufnahme von Privatfunden vor und bietet einen
Einblick in die zugrunde liegenden Überlegungen. Damit verbunden ist die Hoffnung, eine Diskussion
über die Entwicklung von vorbildlichen Verfahrensweisen anzuregen, mit denen sich sowohl die
Herausforderungen der Sondengängerei als auch ihr Potenzial verwirklichen lassen.
Translation by Madeleine Hummler and Andres Dobat

Stichworte: Denkmalschutz, Sondengänger, digitale Archäologie, Kulturlandschaft, crowdsour-
cing, Bürgerwissenschaft (citizen science)
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