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Episode 2 – From Ancient Stones to Dinosaur Bones 
 
TIMECODE NAME Dialogue 

00.00.00 LAURA Hello and welcome to “Fighting the Illicit Trade”. A podcast series produced by the Victoria and 
Albert Museum’s Culture in Crisis programme. Your two hosts for the series are me, Laura 
Jones, Cultural Heritage Preservation Lead at the museum. 

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

00.00.22 LAURA  From the 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 stretches 
through many hands and numerous countries around the globe. 

00.00.36 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. 

00.00.53 LAURA Each episode we trace the movement 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, museum and community 
groups amongst others. Asking them to share their unique experiences and insights. 

00.01.12 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 on how to build on these efforts in the future. 

00.01.32 LAURA And in today’s episode we are really pleased to be welcoming Doctor Donna Yates to the series. 
Donna, perhaps to kick us off you could tell us a little bit about yourself and how your work 
intersects with some of the themes that we have just been talking about. 

00.01.45 DONNA Hi, both. Yeah, so I am happy to. As you said my name is Donna Yates, and as I describe myself 
often online, I am an archaeologist and in a criminology department. So, I am an academic with 
a background in archaeology mostly Central and South American archaeology, but since about 
the year 2000/2001 I have been using my research time to focus on the illicit trade in 
antiquities. Mostly from a perspective of criminology and sociology. 

00.02.22 VERNON It has been fascinating to hear about some of the new areas of research that you have been 
conducting. Could you talk us through some of the areas that you are currently looking at? 

00.02.32 DONNA Absolutely. So, in the past I have looked at the global illicit trade in cultural objects. The eluding 
of cultural material, the pathways that they move… these objects move through onto the 
market, and kind of how they a commodified, how they are monetised when they get to the 
market. And this… this research has had a lot of focus on the kind of criminal networks that 
form around these objects, and the effects that… different types of policy solutions that we 
introduce have on potentially disrupting this illicit trade or not disrupting the illicit trade.  

00.03.13  So, it is all kind of very crime-y, criminal network-y. But as I said, I have this background in 
archaeology. So, one area of new research that I am doing is trying to bring this… this 
experience of archaeology into criminology around the idea of the illicit trade in cultural objects 
and some other objects. So, right now I have a project that just started in January that is going 
to last for five years looking at the role that objects play in criminal networks. 

00.03.45  Sort of the connections that people make to these objects and how these objects influence 
what people do. So, why do people collect, might be one question. But also, a question might 
be why does somebody who otherwise is a law abiding citizen who wouldn’t dream of breaking 
the rules suddenly violate major laws to buy an illicit antiquity or collect an illicit antiquity or sell 
an illicit antiquity. 

00.04.18 DONNA But I am also looking at other objects as well that seem to have similar qualities. So, I am 
looking at collectable wildlife. So, orchids and butterflies, types of wildlife that people collect 
and what I am most excited about fossils. So, I am looking at criminal networks and non-criminal 



 

networks related to the fossil trade. 

00.04.40 LAURA I am absolutely fascinated by the sound of that. I mean, we have done a lot of research and 
spoken to a lot of people about the trade of antiquities and art. But this is probably the first 
time I have heard people speaking about the illicit trade of fossils. It sounds quite a lot like a 
new and emerging trend within the illicit trade. Is this something that has come about quite 
recently, or has it been going on for a while beneath our noses? 

00.05.02 DONNA So, when it comes to the fossil trade not really, and in a sense the fossil trade has almost flown 
under the radar so to speak. We have had a lot of discussions over the past, oh, 50 years since 
the 1970 UNESCO Convention, really began to try to address the illicit trade in antiquities at a 
high level. But you don’t really talk about fossils. Yet if you look at the UNESCO Convention 
which I know everybody listening to this is about to run out to do, because international 
conventions are riveting material. 

00.05.34  Fossils are in there. Fossils are protected in exactly the same way with the same piece of 
international policy that antiquities are. So, there has been a fossil trade that has some illicit 
elements for a very long time. And in many countries fossils and antiquities are governed by the 
same laws. Like literally the same laws. It will say, archaeological objects and fossils, side by 
side, in various laws and policies meant to protect these objects. 

00.06.06  So, in a sense it’s not an emerging illicit trade but it is one that is starting to make the headlines 
with some major cases that are very notable. And it is also something that many 
palaeontologists and another people engaging with fossils are now having to deal with for a 
number of reasons. Partially because of how public some of these scandals have been. 

00.06.34 VERNON It is really interesting. As Laura says it is new for us to be hearing about the fossil trade and I 
just… I don’t know much about it myself. Can you tell me is there a legal trade in fossil trading 
and what are the rights and restrictions on the trade? 

00.06.49 DONNA That is a big question, and it has a complicated answer. Much like the trade in antiquities it 
depends on where you are buying, where you are selling and where the thing came from. So, 
there is in many places a legal fossil trade. Within the UK, within the US, within many countries. 
And if those fossils have been collected in accordance with the law which is often very 
complicated, it is absolutely legal to buy and sell them, usually legal to export them. 

00.07.28  However, again, like antiquities a lot of fossils are protected and they can be found in places 
that have restrictions on their collection or ban their collection, or they come from countries 
that claim all fossils as national property. And in those cases, the trade becomes illicit. But the 
kind of regulatory framework is really quite complicated. And to engage with this market you 
really should become a legal scholar quite quick because it is easy to end up with material that 
is illicit or illegal. 

00.08.08 LAURA That is a good warning to those out there who have watched maybe one too many versions of 
Jurassic Park or Jurassic World as it is now being popularised as. I wonder actually to go a little 
bit further into this correlation with the trade of antiquities as well, so we see that there is a 
sort of similar rights and restrictions there, what the kind of legal lines are. It can often be very 
difficult to interpret across different geographic spaces and international borders. But there is 
also the key thing regarding context and the loss of context more importantly. 

00.08.43  And perhaps you could say something about the impact of the illicit trade of fossils on the 
scientific community? 

00.08.51 DONNA Absolutely. I preface this with I am not a palaeontologist. In a way as an archaeologist you 
spend a lot of your life convincing people that no you don’t dig up dinosaurs, and I have sort of 
become a traitor to the archaeological community by starting to actually do this dinosaur stuff. 
But the impacts to science when it comes to the illicit trade in fossils is in peril in many ways to 
the illicit traded antiquities. 

00.09.21  There are some key differences, but a lot of things remain the same. So, when it comes to a 
spectacular fossilised dinosaur feather in a piece amber or a very important fossilised fossil or 
something or other. If it appears on the international market for sale just as a slab of rock with a 
fossil in it, what is lost is exactly this context.  

00.09.53  So, for an archaeological item, when context is lost what we archaeologists would mean is that 
this piece has been taken out of its fragile archaeological layers. We can’t see what other 
objects are near it. If it was in a tomb, who it is buried with. All of these things that tell us about 



 

the ancient past it just becomes kind of this orphaned object. The same is true for 
paleontological remains. 

00.10.19 DONNA So, if this fossil all alone is taken out of its much bigger geological layer, the scientists studying it 
don’t have the ability to see what other types of organisms were deposited with the fossil. So, 
what was the whole ancient ecosystem around this piece. At times they can’t even place these 
fossils within a really large date span.  

00.10.50  So, they become very good for doing a description of the fossil itself, but not so great about 
telling about a prehistoric ecosystem. The entire prehistoric world that this fossil inhabited. So, 
the illicit trade in fossils it reduces science’s ability to see the bigger picture of where these 
ancient animals lived and how they lived. 

00.11.22  But a bit different from the trade in antiquities, and this is something that you find talking to a 
lot of palaeontologists, the paleontological community has an interesting relationship with the 
commercial trade in fossils that doesn’t really exist in the archaeological world. Because its 
often very difficult to extract fossils. It is time consuming; you need heavy equipment; fossils are 
often found during mining operations and so on. 

00.11.58 DONNA And academics just simply don’t have the money and funds and time and continued ability to 
dig an entire gigantic mine to find these pieces. So, the dealing community and many 
palaeontologists would say well we kind of need this commercial component to bring these 
items to light. But the flipside is the very expensive pieces that are found within this commercial 
trade. 

00.12.29  Usually the museums and so on can’t afford to buy them. They end up at times disappearing 
into the private market where they can’t be studied anyway. So, it is a bit of a complicated 
relationship that palaeontology and the kind of commercial fossil community are trying to work 
out. And there are often some scuffles in that. 

00.12.54 VERNON Aren’t there always? It has been really interesting to listen to you explaining about the illicit 
fossil trade and to try and think about how it connects to the illicit antiquities trade. And I think I 
had never really thought of fossils in the way you are describing them now as being at the same 
risk of… the important thing probably being their context where they are found and what they 
are found with, exactly the same as with archaeology. And also, thinking about the scale of the 
sort of value and desirability I suppose of these fossils. 

00.13.26  And I think when we first started talking, I was thinking back to when I was a boy at Lyme Regis 
looking for small fossils on the beach. But you are talking about mining excavations and 
dinosaur fossils, and of course I guess there is a direct connection there to the archaeological 
world where you are finding both amazing things but also everyday things, but both of which 
have this incredible value when they are found in context, and start to lose that scientific value 
when they are removed. 

00.13.52  I think the other thing that I was fascinated by was the idea that there may be a connection 
between the criminal networks involved in these. I think we have always looked at it in the past 
and thought about the routes that they use in, and the opportunities that criminals have to take 
different commodities because of the routes. But I presume that these are quite different 
routes, and your study is connecting them on the desirability of the objects. Is that correct? And 
can you say a little bit more about that? 

00.14.17 DONNA Believe it or not there are some direct parallels between some of the fossil and antiquities and 
wildlife trafficking routes. Both at the extraction and the source end, where these objects come 
from and who is extracting them and moving them. And also, the people who are collecting 
them. The many collectors of certain types of rare and precious objects collect other types of 
rare and precious objects. 

00.14.49  And my idea for this project which I should say is generously funded by the European Research 
Council. Always name your funders. The inspiration for this project actually came from quite a 
few years of my research into specifically antiquities. Because what would happen is that I 
would be looking at a particular dealer/smuggler who was arrested in Texas for smuggling South 
American antiquities, but he was also carrying rare turtle eggs at the time. 

00.15.26  Okay, that is strange. Or another person who I was interviewing who used to loot Maya temples 
and I have photographs of him doing it. Interviewing him and finding out that he is an extremely 
well known orchid mover perhaps smuggler. So, involved in some very well-known illicit orchid 
cases in a number of ways. So, I started seeing these parallels between some of the people who 



 

are moving these objects. 

00.15.59 DONNA And then I was starting to note various seizures of antiquities around the world coming into 
different countries that also had maybe some fossils with them or maybe some collectable 
wildlife items with them. And I started thinking about, you know, not just the draw of these 
objects, appealing to the same type of people which it seems they do. But also, the source of 
these objects are often very much the same place. 

00.16.29  So, my project is structured so that three researchers starting in three parts of the world can 
follow the pathways that these objects take and in each of these three parts of the world we 
have all three of these types of illicit commodities being illicitly extracted. So, I am doing a lot of 
work in the American Southwest, in Utah, Arizona. And in the same little circle you can draw on 
the map you have situations where T-Rex fossils are at risk, and native American remains are at 
risk, and rare cacti are smuggled or stolen and taken by collectors.  

00.17.16  So, they are all existing in the same place and often the same people are marketing these items 
because they are kind of extracting in the same place. This isn’t every network works like that. 
But there is just a lot of remarkable crossover which we are hoping over the next five years to 
understand a bit more about. 

00.17.37 LAURA The idea of the connectivity between the kind of criminal networks here and their ability to 
combine these objects through geography or otherwise the networks and transport of those 
objects is really fascinating. And I wonder, are those similarities, are those… kind of similar 
desires perhaps played out in the collectors of those objects as well? Do you see the collections 
of these people growing to encompass new and exciting areas of objects or areas of study?  

00.18.12  And it just sorts of comes to me as a question, but what has actually created the demand for 
this? Is it seasonal? Is there a latest thing to collect in the illicit world? Or…. 

00.18.26 DONNA Well, I think, a lot of this it is kind of growing out of this renaissance enlightenment cabinet of 
curiosity idea. This kind of compulsion that we humans, myself included have to kind of bring 
together the wonders of the world and enjoy them in certain ways. Those of us who work in 
museums certainly understand that compulsion.  

00.18.54  And in these kind of old cabinet of curiosities that collectors would put together at the time you 
would have incidences of interesting minerals and strange bird eggs and ancient pots and fossils 
that you could find on the beach and so on. So, in a way like our… the beginnings of what we 
would consider to be modern collecting of all of this material was collecting of all of the 
material. It wasn’t separate collecting. 

00.19.30  And to be absolutely sure there are a number of people who focused their collecting on specific 
types of objects. But for example, if you go to a major art fair, you will often see within a booth 
that sells antiquities or related items there might be fossils or geological items as well that are 
aesthetically pleasing. At fairs that sell fossils you often see small artefacts and particularly 
coins. Coins seem to be very popular among people who also collect fossils. 

00.20.08 DONNA So, its… I can’t exactly say why there is this connection between these kinds of collectable 
things. It may be aesthetic, it maybe that there is something deeper that links these types of 
objects together. I don’t know yet. But the separation isn’t as strong as I think many of us would 
expect. 

00.20.37 VERNON It is quite worrying really when I sort of imagine now… because I have always known of the illicit 
collectors of antiquities who display these quite openly in their houses and mansions. And now 
to hear that the same people possibly are displaying wildlife specimens and fossils, dinosaur 
fossils because they are aesthetically pleasing. It sounds to me like there is a social problem. 
And the problem that sort of always brings me back to the trade in illicit animal skins and fur 
that was… that needed to become socially repugnant before we could really fight it.  

00.21.12  And I am just wondering if you think there is a way that we could make this trade, this 
ownership and display of things because they are aesthetically pleasing unacceptable? And 
surely then if we could suppress that trade it might protect the objects in the ground and allow 
for them to be legally excavated rather than illegally. Do you think there is any way or any move 
that could be made that would take us in that direction? 

00.21.44 DONNA I think potentially and I should say, especially when it comes to fossils there certainly are legal 
fossils, especially fossils where there are lots and lots of them. They are not really scientifically 
interesting. Even a palaeontologist would say go out dig those up, it is fun to do. There is zillions 



 

and zillions of them. It is not like antiquities where there is only one. There are 40 billion small 
clams in this area, go get your clams. So, if you want to decorate your house with totally legal 
fossilised bivalves go for it, you know, that is totally fine. 

00.22.22  The issue is that the objects I think you are more talking about, Vernon, are these extremely 
rare illicit objects that are scientifically interesting, that are protected by law. But still because 
of their rarity, their beauty, their uniqueness, people are willing to bend or break the rules to 
have. And when it comes to fossils, I think a good example of this is amber. Right now, the very 
hot thing in the fossil world is amber from Myanmar.  

00.22.59  Because this amber it is so Jurassic Park, it is painfully Jurassic Park. There is perfectly preserved 
dinosaur feathers within it. The hot one lately was a dinosaur head preserved in amber. This is 
amazing stuff. It is mind blowing for science. But as you can imagine it is mind blowing for the 
illicit trade. You can’t export amber legally from Myanmar despite what people try to say. And 
also, there is huge ethical issue because the conditions under which these items are currently 
mined in Myanmar are problematic to say the least. 

00.23.39 DONNA It is about as bad as you can imagine in that location meaning that there is a huge ethical issue 
involved in buying this object there isn’t just a legal issue. And what I think is important, Vernon, 
in this case is to connect people with this ethical issue. To make it very human. To almost… to 
not allow this beautiful object to just speak for itself. But to find ways to expose the true history 
of these objects. 

00.24.13  Yes, you can buy this dinosaur head in amber which everyone will want to talk about, and it is 
amazing, and it will be on the cover of the New York Times. But you don’t get to buy it without 
knowing that it was extracted at the point of a gun. The same with antiquities. If we can make 
the display and collection of certain types of antiquities socially unacceptable that is absolutely 
the way forward. And I think that that is publicity. 

00.24.41  So, I think this podcast for example is a perfect way to do that. I think it has to do with 
convincing museums to tell the stories behind objects to the public. It has to do with making 
sure the complete stories of these objects into the media. So, you don’t just get to see your 
beautiful dinosaur head on the New York Times, you have to find out where this dinosaur head 
came from and reckon with it. 

00.25.12 DONNA And I think… I think that that is slow progress, but I think that that does reduce demand for the 
most controversial objects. 

00.25.22 LAURA  But it sounds like a very adaptable road map from what you are saying. I think I would be quite 
inspired to see that there are definitely things we can be doing as either individuals or perhaps 
as museums really that would contribute to preventing the illicit trade in this respect. 

00.25.36 DONNA Yeah, I think museums they need to start telling these stories and some museums absolutely do 
as you well know. But others, others find it difficult because it invites criticism about the past. 
There is worry that there might be demand for return of objects. But ultimately, I find that the 
public is really interested in these stories. The dark histories of things are important and people 
like a dark history. 

00.26.05  And it is… I think it is the role of museums that have these objects to start talking about them. 
And I should say there is a lot of amber from Myanmar in a variety of museums around the 
world including in the UK. So, it is a discussion that needs to be had. And had with the public. 

00.26.25 VERNON Okay. Well, it is fascinating speaking to you, Donna, and we are learning so much. I could carry 
on for another half an hour. But we are coming to an end. So, it is my privilege like we do with 
all of our speakers to offer you a wish before we close. And you can have a wish to what you 
would like to see in the future, helping with the fighting of the illicit trade and what tools would 
you need to achieve that. 

00.26.54 DONNA I will leave the dinosaurs aside. I will save my dinosaur wish for another day. And I will just talk 
about my wish for the illicit trade in antiquities. I think the one wish that I would have is the 
creation of some sort of permanent standing body to focus attention on the illicit trade. Both 
from kind of the PR standpoint that we have just been talking about. But to be kind of a 
repository of research and research that really helps policy development. 

00.27.33  As it stands, as I am sure both of you know, at least within academic spheres the people who 
work in this area are scattered all around the world. We kind of work on different little projects 
doing different little things and I think that our message and our work often gets diluted, it is 



 

 

not brought together very well. And that means that when policy is being developed to counter 
the illicit trade in antiquities, this research that has been going on or this research that could be 
happening either isn’t well represented or doesn’t sell itself very well. 

00.28.13  So, I suppose what I am saying is I want a permanent standing forum on the illicit trade in 
antiquities, that serves as a bit of a home for those of us doing this research. A continued entity 
that doesn’t fall apart when five years of funding ends. And can really contribute to the 
development of effective policy in this area. 

00.28.42 VERNON Well, that is quite a wish and I certainly hope it comes true. But I think you will agree it is 
probably quite ambitious as well to think of bringing the whole world together. But I certainly 
think it would be an amazing thing. 

00.28.55 DONNA When I figure out how to do it you will be invited to join my permanent standing body. 

00.29.01 VERNON And we will certainly bring you back for another podcast when you have thought of that. 
Donna, we have run out of time, but it has been absolutely fascinating talking to you today, and 
so thank you so much for joining us. It has been an absolute pleasure to hear about your really 
valuable work in this area and it is so exciting for us to hear about dinosaur heads in amber and 
things. It is such a fascinating world; we hope you can come back and join us again in the future 
when your research is more progressed. 

00.29.31 LAURA So, to our audience that brings us to the end of our episode, and we hope you will all join us 
again soon to hear more about the ongoing fight against the illicit trade of cultural property. As 
we continue to explore these complex changes and chains and criminal networks which support 
the nefarious industry. So, thank you to all of our listeners and importantly thank you Doctor 
Donna Yates. 

   

  END OF RECORDING. 


