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  CREW CHAT 

00.00.01 LAURA Hello and welcome to Fighting the Illicit Trade, a podcast series produced  by the Victorian 
Albert Museum’s Culture and Crisis programme.  Your two hosts for the series are me, Laura 
Jones, Cultural Heritage Preservation Lead... 

00.00.16 VERNON ...and me Vernon Rapley the Director of Cultural Protection and Security, and together we will 
steer you through the series joined each episode by a new guest.   

00.022.26 LAURA From looting of archaeological sites to the auctioning of stolen antiquities the long and 
complex chain of criminal activity which connects the illicit trade of cultural property 
stretched through many hands and numerous countries around the globe.  

00.00.37 VERNON In Culture in Crisis, fighting the illicit trade we bring together those working to prevent the 
illegal trade of cultural goods.  Each person fighting a battle to rescue cultural heritage at a 
different stage of its underground journey looking at the actions taken at source through 
transit and upon arrival at its destination.   

00.00.55 LAURA Each episode we trace the movements of objects through this journey and highlight different 
preventative measures taking place to intercept them.  We speak with international experts 
including law enforcement, the art trade, legal representatives, museums and community 
groups amongst others, asking them to share their unique experiences and insights.   

00.01.14 VERNON The theft and sale of cultural property robs communities of their past, present and future, it 
lines the pockets of international criminal networks and has been shown to directly finance 
terrorism.  Through this series we hope to highlight valuable initiatives working to prevent the 
illicit trade and gather recommendations of how to build on these efforts in the future. 

00.01.33 LAURA And in today’s episode we’re thrilled to be joined by Dr Robert Bewley.  So Bob, to get started 
perhaps you can tell us a little bit about yourself and your work. 

00.01.43 BOB Yes of course, thanks, hello Laura and hello Vernon, I am a bit of an odd mix in a way because 
I started life as a, an inspector in terms of my working life as an Inspector of Ancient 
Monuments for what became English heritage and then moved into being an aerial 
archaeologist looking at sites from the air and of course in the, in the, in the practice of that 
you see an awful lot of sites being destroyed and in certain countries also being looted and 
I’m now working in the university working on a project called The Endangered Archaeology of 
the Middle East and North Africa Project. 

00.02.18 VERNON That’s fascinating, can you tell us a little about, more about that project EAMENA? 

00.02.24 BOB Yeah the EAMENA Project started in 2015 funded by the Arcadia Fund and then also more 
recently for a training aspect which we’ll go onto later, by the cultural, the UK Government’s 
Cultural Protection Fund and it's a partnership between Oxford, Durham and Leicester 
Universities with a spin off project looking at the Maritime Aspect of, of endangered 
archaeology which is being done from Southampton and Ulster.  And the key purpose of the 
project is to rapidly record sites using public available satellite imagery an online database so 
that sites could be recorded as quickly as possible.  We’re recording change in the landscape 
and this pace of change is at it's greatest now probably than it's ever been in Human History 
and we’re looking at those agents of destruction, what is it that’s destroying sites and we 
know that some of that is to do with the looting of archaeological sites for then the illicit 
trade in those antiquities.  But that’s not the only agent of destruction, there are many others 
as well. 

00.03.33 LAURA Could you tell us a bit of an insight to what other risks you’re trying to uncover? 

00.03.39 BOB The genesis of the project was because of the conflict in the Middle East and North Africa, not 
at least Syria but also Iraq, Libya and other places as well and then as the project started 
obviously the, the war in Yemen.  And what we discovered was that in fact conflict and 
looting go hand in hand to some degree but not everywhere.  But actually the major agent of 



 
destruction are the increased pressure on the land for food and water so it is to do with 
agriculture, dam building construction and we found those are probably the greatest agents 
of destruction and what the problem is that that is  happening day by day and people don’t 
necessarily notice it, so it's only over a period of time that you go oh, that archaeological site 
which used to be visible is now ploughed up or has been bulldozed because of a road or 
whatever else.  And so, it's, it's keeping an eye on it and perhaps the one thing we need to do 
more about is understand the impact of the climate change, because there’s no, there’s no 
question that if it's getting hotter and dry in some places or there are more storm events in 
terms of wind erosion and water erosion, that is also having a dramatic impact on these 
fragile, archaeological sites.  Because although they might look big and enormous, some of 
them are made of very fragile substances like mud brick for example and in those, in those 
major climatic events they can be washed away in a moment.   

00.05.10 VERNON Could you give us an idea of how big the database is, how many, how many sites are recorded 
on it and how much is there still to do? 

00.05.17 BOB Yeah there’s a huge amount to do because it covers everything from Mauritania to Iran and, 
and it's relatively small teams of archaeologists in the three places that I've just mentioned.  
And, in the first five years we have recorded over three hundred thousand records.  Now I use 
the word records carefully because not every record represents one site, they might 
represent more than one site or an element of a site, you know sometimes you might see ten 
cairns and you’re not gonna record each one so you’ll put that in as one site, but equally 
there may be other aspects where it's just an element on a site.  So the three hundred 
thousand is a, is a ball park figure.  But that’s a fantastic achievement in, in what was from a 
standing star to get everything available on an online database and you know anybody 
listening can  actually go onto the website and just type in EAMENA and it’ll come up with the 
database on the website that you’ll be able to see online.  

00.06.18 VERNON So it's very accessible for everybody. 

00.06.19 BOB Yeah. 

00.06.20 LAURA And I suppose the first question really to, to ask in relation to this is how does the monitoring 
of these sites help fight the illicit trade of cultural property? 

00.06.30 BOB Well our argument has always been that if you don’t record what's there and then not, and 
then you have to monitor it afterwards you can't see what's happening in terms of the change 
in the landscape and part of the problem with the fight against illicit trafficking is trying to, to 
prove to people that an artefact has actually been looted and stolen.  So recording as many 
sites as possible with as much information as possible from existing satellite imagery but also 
historic maps and  historic air photographs you can actually see not only if a sites been 
looted, but when they’ve been looted.  So it's actually, although looting isn't the main cause 
of damage it is, it's one that we can try and tackle and the endangered archaeology database 
is providing the evidence on which people can actually start to build a case against the, the 
traffickers and those people who as, as you said in the introduction, you know these artefacts 
travel worldwide and the markets are still there and what we’ve got to try and do is reduce 
the demand for it. 

00.07.39  I was, I was absolutely you know shocked to discover that actually there are people saying not 
only do I want artefacts from a particular site, but particular types of artefact, so, you know 
whoever they are, collectors illegal or not are actually saying I quite fancy something from 
that site because I've seen it in a museum and will pay people good money to go and 
excavate, well not excavate, it's the wrong word, to loot on those sites, so, it is, you know we 
have to be vigilant at all times as, as you well know. 

00.08.11 VERNON I can understand that it's providing evidence of, of when crime’s happening, does it also give 
you the opportunity to prevent crime or further damage?  If you’re noticing quite early on 
that a site is at risk or is starting to be looted, are there opportunities there for you to pass 
that intelligence to local law enforcement or local community groups to try and prevent 
further damage in those areas? 

00.08.36 BOB Wherever possible we do try to do that and with all the, the project works very, very closely 
with the relevant department of antiquities and I mentioned earlier that we’ve got a training 
programme through the cultural protection fund and that’s working in eight of the countries, 
there’s twenty in total, but the eight that we’re funding at the moment and have been for the 



 
last two and a half years.  We’re working to train the local heritage professionals in the work 
that we do because it's all very well for a relatively small group of people based  in Britain to 
be working on this but if it's going to be ultimately successful it's got to be managed and run 
for the local population and for them to be actually taking control of it because as long as 
they’ve got a computer, a relatively small amount of training access to the internet they can 
do the same work that we’re doing but with much greater impact because they can then go 
out into the field and record and even help prevent the looting that’s going on.  And it's, but it 
is incredibly widespread, people are very, very interested in their local heritage and 
sometimes will want to go and dig for gold, there is this theory in certain middle eastern 
countries that every piece of antiquity every archaeological site a repository for gold.   

00.09.55  Now we know as archaeologists that is not true I've been working in, on archaeological sites 
for forty years and I've only ever seen one piece of gold. 

00.10.08 LAURA I suppose it's, it's this kind of almost like fairy-tale like narrative that sometimes goes 
alongside archaeology that really, it sort of flies in the face of expectations of archaeologists 
or researchers who work in those areas and so often the victim there is, is  both the heritage 
and the communities that work and live amongst those, those sites.  And it sort of brings to 
mind a lot of images that we’ve seen over the past sort of, for many years now of war and 
conflict ravaging the region and the subsequent links that there seems to be to the looting of 
heritage sites and my question to you really is, is about the perception of this, do you think or 
from your evidence gathered, does looting increase during conflict of is it simply more visible 
because of the surrounding stories and news coverage? 

00.10.55 BOB Yeah, no that’s a really good question and what we’ve, what we’ve discovered is that it's 
variable, and it will depend on the country, so, when the, we hadn’t thought that Yemen 
would be a priority for us when we started the project in 2015, but because of the civil war 
that started and the war that started there we made it a priority and one of the questions we 
asked ourselves, well will looting increase? So we worked with satellite companies and they 
were able to provide us almost real time information on sites, we knew from historic 
photographs and from earlier satellite images that had been looted and in fact in Yemen it 
didn’t get any worse.  Now that’s not to say that there aren’t other major, major problems in 
Yemen and we’re still working very, very closely on that, but we know that in Iraq and in Syria 
and Libya that looting has increased as a result of conflict and sometimes it's because the 
local population has no other means of trying to make an income and they think we can make 
money from this and they do it, 

00.11.57  Other times particularly in Syria and Iraq it was Daesh, ISIS, who were giving licenses for local 
looters to work on sites so the two sites come to mind immediately, one is Apamea and the 
other is Dura Europos both really, really important classical sites and virtually every part of 
those sites have been looted in one form or other and when you look at the recent satellite  
imagery of those sites you can see the black dots which represent the looting pits on a 
massive scale.  Now what we know is happening is that the smaller, lower value objects but 
high in number are able to be traded now and especially through conflict where as in the past 
it was the more, the large higher value objects, mosaics and other things that were being, 
that were being traded.  So obviously the whole way in which the market is working and 
that’s part of the work we’ve been doing with our colleague Dr Neil Brody is understanding 
what, what's happening in the market, so small gold coins you’re able to move more quickly 
than you might a larger mosaic.  And, that’s really part of the problem is that there is this 
amazing demand.  And, if I can just give you an anecdote a few years ago I was given, doing a 
workshop on aerial archaeology in the South West of England and on the third day a woman 
arrived with a Tesco bag full of I didn’t know what, it was full of, but she showed me and it 
was full of artefacts from Iraq and she and her husband who were in the diplomatic core way 
back in the 50s they used to go off and visit archaeological sites and pick up  the artefacts that 
were lying around.  Now, not necessarily looting as we might understand it, but it shows why 
people do it, they want to possess these objects.  So in a way archaeologists were responsible 
for having generated this interest over two or three hundred years, in the fact that artefacts 
are actually quite sexy to own them and you know I've got sitting in front of me, I've got a 
roman oil lamp which I, I, I sit there and look at it with guilt because she gave it to me and I 
said, but what am I supposed to do with it, you know, can we ever give it back to the museum 
in Iraq and hopefully one day it will go back to the Iraq museum saying you know this is a 
looted object it's taken out of context we don’t fully understand you know the meaning it 
could have had if it had been properly excavated.  So it's really about getting people to 



 
understand why it's important not to loot these objects. 

00.14.32 VERNON Well I think something I would like to explore with you a little more Bob is about market 
countries and their place and you very, you described there the difference between the sale 
or the increase in, in looting in I suppose in Syrian, Iraq and the fact that it didn’t happen in 
the same way as Yemen and for looting to be successful whoever is organising it of course it 
needs someone to want the material or someone who’s going to buy that material and 
somebody who’s really not going to matter too much about where that material’s come from 
and I’m wondering where you see the difference, what, what is the difference between 
Yemen an Iraq and Syria? Is it the movement of people during that conflict? Is it the opening 
up of the boarders? Is it the accessibility of a market place within those towns or within those 
countries or, or transit countries and then just take it a little further, what, what do you think 
we can do in market countries to try and prevent this trade wherever it's coming from? 

00.15.30 BOB Yeah I think, I think it's probably to do with the existing or rather the existence of networks 
that can be turned on or off and routes out of the countries for the artefacts.  And I can only 
think that in Yemen those were either shot down or just not made available in the time scale 
to allow the looting to be profitable.  Whereas in the other countries those networks were 
still there and you know I've seen a video of some of the people doing the looting at Dura 
Europos and it's as if they are trained and they may well have been trained by archaeologists 
in the past because you know there’s been literally thousands of foreign expeditions where 
local people are trained in the basics of excavation, so why not use it if there’s no other 
source of income because all the foreign expeditions have finished.  So people are using those 
techniques and they know they’ve got the network in which to sell them and the really sad 
thing is the local population, the one who get the least amount of money, the money is made 
by the middle men and the final seller in whether it's London, Berlin, New York, Beijing, you 
know Dubai, wherever it might be.  So that’s a major problem and now the other part of your 
question was, what do we do about it? For me, what's crucial is that if you are, if you are a 
buyer of an object you need to know where it comes from and what has happened and is still 
happening is that people are not asking the question because they’re so interested in owning 
that object and it is often they are status symbols and it's a measure of a person’s wealth that 
can say I have brought this and I have got these amazing artefacts in my house or whatever it 
might be.   

00.17.12  But they don’t ask the detail question of what's the history of that object in terms of when it 
came out of the ground, why did it come out of the ground, why is it available for sale and 
that’s what we need to try and do to actually show that it's about changing behavior isn't it 
and, and behavior has changed in terms of, of the trade in, in wildlife and animals and the 
ivory trade for example you know, we’ve all learnt not to smoke in, not to smoke at all for 
health reasons, but you know equally do you remember when we were younger we had to 
put our seat belts on, quite right all for health and safety reasons, but people don’t yet, we 
need to raise awareness about the importance of the cultural heritage.  Because once it's lost, 
it's lost forever, you can't, it's not like anything that’s living that can be regrown or whatever 
else.  But something that’s five thousand years old, once it’s destroyed that has gone forever 
in terms of human history and to me that’s what makes it really important that we do 
something about it now.   

00.18.10 VERNON Some of the examples you’ve given there, sort of smoking for example and some of the 
wildlife trade, they are always accompanied by a sort of punitive element as well I think, it's 
not just the public wanting or changing their mind or understanding the health and safety, it's 
always been enforced really through, through law and legislation and the threat that if you 
don’t wear your seatbelt you’ll be fined eighty pounds or, or what have you.  Do you think 
there’s a need for that sort of regulation, law, specific laws to govern the market countries to 
try and prevent this trade or do you think this is something that awareness will gradually 
bring the public round to finding this unacceptable? 

00.18.52 BOB I think in the end you have to have both don’t you? Because it's only if, I mean I’m thinking 
back to my days when I was inspector of ancient monuments.  If, if you didn’t have the weight 
of the law behind you then it weakens the whole argument.  And I remember once getting 
into a car in Yorkshire and this, this guy and I was fairly young at the time, under 30 and he 
took one look at me and obviously thought, well who’s this, you know lad who’s come up 
from London, he says now lad, have you got clout? and I said well it depends what you mean, 
and he said well can you help me protect this site? I said that’s exactly what I can do, you 



 
know I may not have clout in other ways but I can help you protect that site, because once 
protected it has the full weight of the law which will stop somebody building a housing estate 
or whatever else and so he said right, get in the car.  So, the, the legal thing is, I think is really 
important and I think the problem we’ve got is that worldwide, the legislation to protect the 
cultural heritage just isn't strong enough, you know if somebody is, is, if  the law says 
somebody will be fined three thousand pounds, because if they destroy an archaeological site 
they weigh it up don’t they and they think ooh, I’ll pay the fine because I can make far more 
money by building a hotel on it than I would do by protecting it.  So there has to be, you know 
even, I mean in Britain you can actually be, go to jail for damaging archaeological sites.  But, 
but normally the fine, it's the fines that stop people doing it so I think you need a bit of both.   

00.20.17  But I think, you know, education is absolutely key as well, you’ve got, we’ve got to be trying to 
raise awareness of the problem and why it's important.   

00.20.28 VERNON And the other thing I always, always wondered whether, whether you can, as well as using a 
stick you can use a carrot to encourage good, good practice, searching of due diligence 
databases for example by possibly through something like insurance or title insurance to do 
with these objects so that, if you’ve undergone a prescribed amount of due diligence and 
you’ve served your, your requirements in that way, then maybe there’s some sort of carrot 
that can be given to people that allows you to get that insurance or produces your cost or  
your liability for tax or something like that.  Do you think that’s a possibility in this country? It 
seems to have worked in other areas, but I don’t think it's ever been looked at for, 
for...because it's very easy to say the laws aren’t strong enough, but it's also very hard to 
think of a law that could come in at this point when so much activity has been legal over the 
years.  Sounds like maybe there’s a need for encouraging good practice rather than just, just 
punishing it, do you think that’s something that could be thought off? 

00.21.29 BOB Yes I think so and it is, it is about having incentives isn't it to make sure that people will, will 
behave responsibly and understand the need to behave responsibly and I know there are 
projects in Europe trying to come up with exactly these sorts of solutions on a European scale 
because I think it's important that it does happen on, on the larger scale, you know almost 
continent by continent because it can't just happen in one town, one city or one country and 
it's got to be on a very big scale.  And you know many ways Italy has shown the way, because 
it's had that problem for a long, long time and from other, you know from, you know other 
seminars and lectures I've been to, through this, this Culture in Crisis programme that, that 
the Italians have been held up as being the, the, really the vanguard of protecting the 
heritage both in terms of the site and also the artefacts, but, and Vernon you can correct me 
if I’m wrong, but it's something like, there’s over three hundred officers who were devoted to 
this and you compare that with Britain where probably there are one or two. 

00.22.36 VERNON There are, but, but not to do a dis-service to the one or two over here, they’re very good. 

00.22.40 BOB No, no absolutely not. 

00.22.41 VERNON You know they bring extra resources out, I think sometimes a lot is made of the three 
hundred Carabinieri Officers and that, it's fantastic and it's a real, but, but other countries, 
our sales in America has a system where we bring extra officers in when it's needed so I don’t 
think it's negligent on, on part of the UK and like I say they’re very good.  But of course we’d 
all love to have the resources that it certainly has dedicated in this area.  Laura. 

00.23.05 LAURA And I wonder if this actually takes us quite nicely out of the discussion around sort of legal 
policing capabilities into something slightly more social, something that looks at the shifting 
perspective of a community and an international community at that for source and recipients 
of cultural property and there’s behaving responsibly that comes up time and time again.  Are 
there ways sort of encouraging people to care more about the, well care more about the 
really of this industry at times and are there modern tools that we could use to try and 
promote those ideas and it sort of leads me to think more about these tools, things like social 
media or the kind of advocacy that you can do through that.  Is that something that you work 
with within your project Bob?  

00.23.52 BOB Yes and it's very interesting how technology has allowed us to do the project that we can do 
now, because without that availability of the internet and Google Earth and Bing Maps and, 
and publically available satellite imagery we couldn’t do what we were doing.   We couldn’t 
create the database that people can access anywhere in the world but, and, and that’s also 
the downside, because that allows the market to be very widespread and very easy, but the 



 
upside is, in terms of social media and we use it as much as we can and we know that our 
colleagues in all those countries are using it on a massive scale.  So the word, word gets out 
very, very quickly for those people who are wired into it, but we need more people to be 
wired into it and one of the things we done is create online exhibitions on our website and 
originally these were just physical copies of exhibitions which they were designed for school 
children and politicians and are not putting them in the same category in terms of either IQ or 
level of English or whatever it might be, but they also were in Arabic as well.  But it was about 
getting the message across very simply as to understanding both the breadth and depth of 
the heritage in any particular country and the highlights of those, of that heritage, but also 
the threats that are affecting them and so through sort of eight panels of exhibitions we were 
able to do this and I think having those online in Arabic, French and English can be, it's a 
resource that’s there forever and so even in lockdown people, teachers and everybody else 
can be using those to get the message across.  And I suppose it, just to end on that, that 
thought there’s also the technology so that using the mobile phone people can actually if 
they recorded a site and think it's under threat can actually go out and photograph it and 
upload that photograph to the database in a very, very, very quickly as long as they’re not 
putting themselves in danger, but able to record it.  Because so often in archaeology we know 
we can't preserve everything, but, but having a record of it before anything is changed or is 
destroyed is really, really important because if you don’t have the record then it is literally 
gone forever. 

00.26.12 VERNON I was gonna ask you Bob if there was anything that people could do to help the endangered 
archaeology project which of course is based in Oxford University and I think you described it 
there really that, that you want them to upload those images and is that, is there a call for a 
particular area or particular region that you’re short of images of or that you want to target 
next.   

00.26.35 BOB I mean to be honest it's all of the countries which is massive, you know, everything from 
Mauritania to Iran, but, but probably the areas we worked the least in for a whole variety of 
reasons are places like Syria and Libya and obviously Yemen, but the problem there is we, we 
wouldn’t want to put anybody at risk to go into areas that they shouldn’t go just because of 
the cultural heritage in case there was any risk to their, their life, health or safety.  So, but we 
are working closely with them to do exactly that kind of thing.  And one of the aspects looking 
forward in the project is to think about citizen science, to think about the whole crowd 
sourcing aspect of people uploading, but what we’re thinking of doing is having watch list for 
each of the countries and then getting people to monitor those on a regular basis and that 
way we know that there’s a, there’s a whole loop then, a positive feedback loop so that you 
can extend the watch list and then we can monitor it and it can be done with the local 
population, whether that’s the professionals or people  they’ve trained who are just 
interested and willing to do it.  Which is how it's worked, you know, it's developed over a 
hundred years in this country and that’s how it's worked here as well.  So it's gonna take a 
long time, but I think if we don’t start now we really will have missed the boat. 

00.27.50 VERNON And of course we wouldn’t want to ask people to go into danger zones to take pictures, but 
they could of course have them from, from before when they, when they’ve gone where it 
was safe or when they, when they’re able to go when it is safe. So I would encourage 
everyone listening to, to engage with this amazing project.  So, over now to Laura to grant... 

00.28.10 LAURA ...this week’s wish, absolutely, so as we do with each of our episodes in the series, we like to 
end on a positive note, and especially where, Bob, we’ve led through this discussion to now 
starting thinking about the future.  And I wonder if within the last couple of minutes that we 
have here today you could talk to us a little bit about what your wish for the future or 
protecting cultural heritage would be and fighting the illicit trade.  What change would you 
like to see in the future that would help fight the illicit trade of cultural property? What tools 
do you need and how can people help you achieve this? 

00.28.42 BOB Yeah good question, it's a bit like dessert island disc, isn't it, I, I think that probably it is to do 
with that raising of the awareness and education so that people understand why it's 
important not to do the damage that is taking place and, and the only way that’s gonna 
happen is by educating as many people as possible from the looters to the art dealers to try 
and make whatever trade is going on legal, monitored, regulated and you know we’ve had 
many, many discussions about this and said well how can you do that, you know one, one 
crazy idea might be just to open up all the, the museum stores because as everybody knows 



 
there’s far more in the stores than there is in the museums and flood the market.  And 
therefore that will kill the market.  Now, that’s not a serious suggestion, but you know, it's 
possible isn't it? I think what we should be doing is using, I mean we’ve talked about 
regulation and everything else, but in the end I think it is about actually getting that, that the 
message out because people, the vast majority of people really do value their cultural 
heritage whatever it might be, whether it's, it's the local school, whether it's the local church, 
whether it's whatever it might be or whether it's the site here or the, you know, Persepolis in 
Iran, whatever it might be, they value it and it's, it's for them to decide and they need the 
framework in which to be able to make those decisions and so to me it is about education, 
education, education and let’s keep training as many people as possible. 

00.30.21 VERNON That’s fantastic, thank you so much Bob, I even feel a suggestion that the museums emptied 
their stores to flood the market, which I think will take some negotiation, but is, that’s 
certainly food for thought.  So thank you so much for joining us today it's been a real pleasure 
and delight to hear about your really valuable work in this, in this area. 

00.30.40 BOB Thank you, I enjoyed it very much. 

00.30.42 LAURA And that brings us to the end of today’s episode and we hope that our audience will join us 
again to hear more about this ongoing fight against the illicit trade of cultural property as we 
continue to explore the complex chains and criminal networks which support this nefarious 
industry, so we say a big thank you to our listeners and again thank you Bob Bewley. 

00.31.02 BOB Thank you. 

00.31.03  (End of Recording. 

 


