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TIME CODE 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, 
Culture Heritage Preservation Lead at the museum. 

00:00:14 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 or two. 

00:00:24 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. 

00:00:54 LAURA In each episode, we trace the movement of objects through the 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. 

00:01:13 VERNON And theft and sale of cultural property robs communities of their pasts, 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 those efforts in the future. 

00:01:33 LAURA In today’s episode, we welcome Deborah Lehr and Tess Davies from the US-based Antiquities 
Coalition. How about to get us started, if you could both tell us a little bit about yourselves and 
the work of the Antiquities Coalition? When did the organisation start and what’s its aim? 

00:01:50 DEBORAH Well, thank you so much. It’s just delightful to be on this podcast, the Victoria and Albert is doing 
such important work in this area, particularly to highlight the illicit trade in antiquities, so we’re 
very appreciative of all that you’re doing. I’m Deborah Lehr, the Founder and Chairman of the 
Antiquities Coalition. My background actually is related to China. I was a trade negotiator for the 
US government, and one of the areas that I was negotiating was in intellectual property rights, 
and when looking at the illicit trade in intellectual property, we found that it was very similar to 
that in antiquities. 

00:02:27  And after the Arab Spring, we started hearing reports of the growing illicit trade, and the looting 
of archaeological sites across the Middle East, particularly in Egypt, and were inspired by the 
Egyptians, who rushed to the Cairo Museum to protect it when the revolution was going on. And 
so our work started just with bringing together a diverse group of people, both colleagues that I 
had had in the government, law enforcement, diplomats working with the community here in 
Washington DC, to find a way to help Egypt when they were in need. 

00:03:04  And our organisation grew out of that.  

00:03:06 TESS Hello, my name is Tess Davis and I am Executive Director of the Antiquities Coalition. I am a 
trained archaeologist and attorney, and have been working with the organisation close to since it 
first started, and have been really thrilled to watch it grow from a start-up to an organisation 
that’s working with governments, with groups like the United Nations. And also with responsible 
leaders in the art market, to all fight this problem together. 

00:03:42 VERNON That’s fantastic, thank you very much for the introduction. I mean, it’s very clear from what 
you’ve described of the organisation, that it’s incredibly ambitious, international and holistic. So 
an organisation looking across all aspects of preventing illicit trades, but why is that important to 
you? 

00:03:59 DEBORAH Well, it’s one of the sort of, biggest crimes that is going on, and it gets very little attention. When 



 

 

we talk to policy-makers, when we talk to even governments in some of the supply countries, 
whether it’s in the Middle East or China, there isn’t much recognition of this issue. In many ways, 
people think that it’s a victimless crime, and we feel that there’s a huge loss to communities who 
worship these religious relics that are being targeted. 

00:04:34  It’s a means of intimidation by violent extremist groups for communities, to try and erase history 
that they disagree with, and there are many criminals who are benefitting from this. So we felt 
that we could actually make a difference, working in the policy world, to try and highlight this 
issue and work with governments to take advantage of both existing international laws, but see if 
there are ways that we could change law and policy to better reflect this fight against what we 
call cultural racketeering, or the illegal trade in antiquities. 

00:05:12 LAURA And sometimes we find that that communication, because it’s such a sort of, interdisciplinary 
area, this area of preventing the illicit trade, communication can be really difficult between those 
entities. And I’m just wondering, is there a way that we could better facilitate that kind of, joined-
up approach, because from some of the reading we’ve been doing, it seems like the Antiquities 
Coalition has a really novel approach to this. 

00:05:36  Perhaps Tess you can tell us a little bit about that. 

00:04:39 TESS The illicit trade in antiquities is a problem for anybody who cares about the past, but it’s also a 
problem for the responsible art market, and what we really work to do with our organisation, is 
bring together different groups, not just archaeologists, but again, experts in security, attorneys, 
auction houses, museums, because everyone has an interest in seeing this illicit trade defeated, 
and with the attention that it’s gotten, unfortunately, from groups like ISIS that have been 
involved, there is… has been a unique opportunity to raise awareness of a problem that pre-
dates ISIS, long pre-dates ISIS and will long outlive ISIS as well. 

00:06:29 VERNON Thank you. Criminals who operate in this field can be pretty resourceful in adapting to new 
strategies designed to apprehend them, or indeed adapting to a wider… to wider global 
opportunities and incidents. Over time, have you noted any shifts in the way that these criminal 
networks have been operating? 

00:06:46 DEBORAH Absolutely, we find that, as you said, they’re very resilient, and that one, some of these 
smugglers are… cover a broad range of goods, and so one day they may be smuggling humans, 
another weapons and another antiquities. In addition, one of our colleagues, former colleagues, 
has founded an organisation called ATHAR, that is looking at the dark web, and looking at how 
some of these groups are using Facebook as a means to try and sell the antiquities. 

00:07:25  With the increase in technology and the ability to travel, not now obviously, with Covid, but with 
the ability to travel so easily, we’ve seen a rapid increase in online auction houses, online sales, 
the use of encrypted networks like WhatsApp as a means to sell antiquities. And it becomes very 
hard for anybody to try and track this, and so really, we have to take a holistic approach in how 
we look at it, working both with governments in supply countries, empowering people at the site. 

00:07:57  Working to try and get border enforcement to be more aware of what to look for, look at the 
financial system, and flagging suspicious transactions. And as Tess has pointed out, working very 
closely with the responsible players in the art market. 

00:08:17 LAURA It seems like an intrinsically international (INAUDIBLE) that if you think about it, involves 
understanding networks and travel and connections, I guess, between both individuals and I 
suppose all the way up to states. The collaboration that the Antiquities Coalition has participated 
in, in terms of governmental reach is quite impressive then. I wondered if you could speak a little 
bit about what it’s like, having to balance the kind of approaches of large nations and how 
negotiate relationships between what we would call source countries, areas that objects are 
stolen from, and recipient nations, where they ultimately end up? 

00:08:59 TESS Well, as you’ve noted, this is not a problem that any single country can defeat by itself. It’s a 
global problem and it requires a global response. And everyone really has to do their part, and 
something that the Antiquities Coalition has worked to do is to help educate policy-makers about 
why they should care about this, and it’s not just the dollar figure of the pieces being lost. But it’s 
also, again, funding crime and violent extremism. It’s hurting tourist economies and the countries 
that often need the most. 

00:09:35  It’s destroying our world heritage. There are so many reasons that government should care about 



 

 

the issue, beyond just preservation and also beyond dollars. And again, it’s been very 
encouraging to see how governments perspectives have changed on this. Personally, when I first 
started doing this work in Cambodia, goodness, 15 years ago, it was very difficult to get an article 
on the front page of the Cambodian Daily about looting and trafficking. 

00:10:07  And now we see outlets like the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal all doing excellent 
reporting on this issue. And we see governments at the highest level recognising the importance 
of combatting it. We see the United Nations Security Council taking very strong and continuing 
action against it. So hopefully that will trickle down to change, but it is a problem that is going to 
take everyone to fight. 

00:10:37  And it’s not a problem that’s going away any time soon, unfortunately. 

00:10:43 DEBORAH And I’d like to just add something, if I may, to what Tess said, which I think is really important, 
and one thing we have tried to do is change the nature of the debate, that this isn’t an issue 
that’s just limited to the ministries of the antiquities, who unfortunately tend to be the weakest 
and the least well-funded within a government, but to have governments understand that these 
are national security, foreign policy and economic issues. 

00:11:08  And as we’ve been able to change that debate and get ministries of foreign affairs, the state 
department and others to focus on this, we have been able to try and build the political will at 
the top to address the problem. So in addition, as Tess said, to the United Nations, we’ve seen 
that the G20, the G7, OECD and others take up this issue as a concern, both in support for 
terrorist financing, but also international crime.  

00:11:38  And that really has been helpful in changing the debate and getting the kind of resources 
necessary to try and address this problem. 

 VERNON I think that’s really interesting, and it’s really interesting to hear how your approach at that 
governmental level is developing. How are you, as an organisation concerned with on-the-
ground, with changing the views and opinions of the local custodians and guardians of heritage? 

00:12:12 DEBORAH Well, ultimately, we won’t be able to win this fight if we’re not able to get the support of local 
communities, and get them vested in the protection. And often it’s just a few bad actors who are 
stealing, because most people in the region, even though it’s difficult in a time of economic crisis, 
it’s difficult to get them to protect the site. But for the long-term economic future, it’s in the 
interest of these communities to protect them. 

00:12:40  Because if you can build a wall around it, you can charge admission. You can then create a need 
for tour guides, then the tourists who come need a place to eat and they want to buy something, 
so you can really build up the local community that way, and this is one of the things that we 
have tried to work on with the governments in the Middle East, to help support them in those 
sort of community economic interests. 

00:13:07 VERNON And I think it’s really important, isn’t it, and your organisations been, I think, leading in the world 
at doing this, in taking it all the way from that sort of, government-level negotiations, all the way 
down to the reasons that people should want, and see real benefit from the improvements that 
you’re hoping to make. Can I just come back to one other point that you were talking about 
earlier, and that’s the use of digital technology by criminals now? 

00:13:31  And in particular social media, and whether you consider the use of social media to be an 
opportunity or a threat to those that are seeking to detect it. I guess in one way, I’m thinking that 
in the old days, these transactions were not as visible, maybe they’re more open now if they’re 
done on Facebook or other social media platforms? Or do you find that criminals have utilised 
methods to conceal their identities further, what’s your experience of that? 

00:14:04 TESS Tess here, so the antiquities trade, and especially the illicit antiquities trade, is really changing 
before our eyes. Unfortunately, our laws have not kept up, and of course it’s challenging for law 
enforcement to keep up. As Deborah mentioned, criminals are taking advantage of applications 
like WhatsApp and sites like Facebook and EBay, and whereas you used to need a complicated 
chain of middlemen to get a piece from, say, Egypt or Cambodia to a New York gallery, now a 
looter can sell directly to an interested buyer, even in a place like Iowa, and Fedex something 
directly to their door. 

00:14:49  It’s really shifted the way the market is working, and again, unfortunately most of our laws were 



 

 

created when the market looked very different. On… it is a double-edged sword though, and 
there is a silver lining Vernon, as you mention, the fact that so much of this activity is going 
online, hopefully will provide opportunities for the public and also for law enforcement to track it 
and combat it. 

00:15:14 DEBORAH And I think the side benefit of social media is the ability to raise awareness, and to use social 
media to reach a much broader audience than we might not typically have had gotten to. So the 
down side is, it facilitates the trade. The upside is, we now can run awareness campaigns and 
reach out to the public in ways that we were never able to do so. And the collecting public quite 
honestly has grown significantly. 

00:15:43  It’s no longer just a question of going into an art dealer or an antiquities dealer in Manhattan, or 
in major cities, where you can actually see what you’re buying. In most cases now it’s all done 
online, and these purchases, as  Tess said, are easy to facilitate, even if you can buy something 
directly in China now, and have it shipped to your home. 

00:16:08 VERNON And is it true that social media, the criminal use of social media is starting to provide more 
opportunities to quantify the level of illicit trafficking? I mean, before it was very covert. No one 
really knew and this was one of the challenges that was faced when trying to convince 
governments of the scale of the problem, was not having those statistics. Do you think that the 
use by criminals of social media, and the possibility that you can start to challenge the number of 
things that are coming through gives you an opportunity to put further leverage on the 
authorities? 

00:16:45 DEBORAH One of the major challenges that we have faced in making a case on why priority needs to be 
given to fighting the illicit trade, is the inability to quantify the illicit trade, and we haven’t come 
up with good algorithms to do that. I would hope that this kind of trade does, having it available 
digitally would help, but it’s still very difficult. I mean, even if you look at the published customs 
numbers and one gentleman, Rick St Hilair has done a terrific job looking at the published 
customs numbers, and the HTS lines, just for antiquities.  

00:17:25  And the discrepancies between the numbers of antiquities being exported from the UK to the 
United States versus the numbers of antiquities being, in US statistics, imported from the UK to 
the United States, which should be identical, were off by about USD$1 billion. And so somewhere 
these numbers are not accurate. So whether it’s people who are not being clear in what they’re 
writing, or some of it goes missing. 

00:18:02  What we’ve tried to do is at least look at what the seizures are, and if you look at just what the 
Manhattan District Attorney’s Office has seized in the last two to three years, the numbers are in 
the millions. And so we can only believe that it’s significantly higher than that if you started 
looking at things or estimating around what they haven’t been able to catch, things that are in 
the works, and then look at it in other major capitals that are also part of the thriving art and 
antiquities trade. 

00:18:34 LAURA So it seems like it’s not just the criminals who are changing their approaches, but there’s been a 
real response here from those working to fight the illicit trade, that you know, it’s a sort of a tete 
a tete, that people are literally finding new ways to navigate the system, and then the system has 
to struggle to try and keep up with that. Is there any area that you think have really come on 
leaps and bounds in the last few years, and where we think the new focus really is for trying to 
prevent the illicit trade? 

00:19:05 DEBORAH I think one of the positives that we’ve seen is the creation of art crime squads, and so we give 
great credit to the Manhattan District Attorney for setting up that, led by the very capable Matt 
Bogdanos, and the fact that that they have a few high-profile cases, it’s something like, they say 
in China, kill the chicken to scare the monkeys! If you take one high-profile case and fine them or 
put them in jail, it really sends a shock wave through the system, that law enforcement is serious 
and going to come after you. 

00:19:38  Tess, I don’t know if you have something to add as well on that. 

00:19:43 TESS Well, to build on what Deborah’s saying, the work of the Manhattan DA’s office shows what a 
difference a small team can make, and also, how pervasive this problem is. As Deborah 
mentioned, in just a seizure of one suspect, of the antiquities that were in his possession at the 
time, estimates from the government of USD$100 million to USD$150 million. 



 

 

00:20:08  Again, this was one person and his ring, and what was on them when these materials were 
seized, this is… so you know, what else had been sold in these, you know, the decades-long 
career that he had before he was caught? But on the flip side of that, the work of the Manhattan 
DA’s also shows what a problem this remains, even in high-end art circles. For example, during 
Asia Week several years ago now, which is one of the top events in the art world, and certainly in 
the Asian art world, the Manhattan DA and Homeland Security Investigations, were able to 
conduct a raid a day. 

00:20:58  And again, these aren’t pieces that were being sold or hocked in back alleys. These are pieces 
that were available at some of the top galleries in the world, and yet had illicit origins. Some 
looted from places like the Swat Valley, and you have to wonder who’s making money off 
antiquities looting in the Swat Valley? Probably someone we don’t want to have that money. 

00:21:21 DEBORAH And not a single person went to jail, that’s the flip side of it. 

00:21:27 VERNON Yeah, it’s incredible and it’s amazing that you’ve managed to, in the US, to get that resource and 
to get that team running, as you say, under the very capable Matthew Bogdanos, but when you 
first set this team up, I’d had a discussion with him about the risk of displacement of crime, and 
also possibly the risk that trade generally might shift from an area, if law enforcement is not 
proportionate in other areas. In other words, is there a risk that criminals will simply move away 
from Manhattan, scared away by Matthew and his team, but set up business elsewhere that is 
less well-resourced, or has less interest? 

00:22:10  And if so, what efforts do you think can be made to try and combat that problem? 

00:22:21 TESS Tess, I can start but I would say… 

 DEBORAH I’m sure people that Matt has looked at so far, the cases that are public, are the ones who were 
on the receiving end, and so while they would be technically called criminals, they aren’t 
necessarily people who are the dealers in the trade. 

00:22:40  They are the collectors, they are the museums and so I don’t see them leaving Manhattan, unless 
they’re just sending their collections outside of Manhattan. Many of them are doing business 
there, but you’re right, that the dealers themselves who are involved, or the middlemen involved 
in this could be moving out of the city. Tess? 

00:23:04 TESS Yes and Vernon, that’s an excellent point and it’s something from our conversations with federal 
law enforcement, that they’re aware of and they’re working to do more outreach to places that 
are not traditionally associated with the art market. You know, even places, for example, like 
Texas. And something we’ve seen at the Antiquities Coalition that surprised me at least, we 
released an awareness video, a buyer beware video, trying to educate people about the risk of 
purchasing antiquities from the Middle East, especially given what’s going on there now in the 
region. 

00:23:44  And through analytics, we’re able to see where this video is most-watched, and it was advertised 
to people who were searching for key words, like, buy antiquities, buy artefacts. And after New 
York, Texas was the next top spot in the country that people saw the video and, again, that 
means that’s where people were typing in these search terms. 

00:24:09  So again, the market is changing and we need to all be aware of that. 

00:24:17 LAURA What a terrific way of targeting your… the people that you’re to fight against. I had no idea that 
you could do something so simple, so straightforward as targeting your ads on social media to 
sort of, tap into the world that people are directly trying to commit these offences within. So 
kudos to you guys for that, that’s a really savvy way of getting to them. 

00:24:39 VERNON I’m just wondering, why Texas (LAUGHS), I mean, why Texas? You have to tell us, why do we 
think… why do we think it’s moving to Texas? 

00:24:46 TESS Well, that was our initial question as well, but then, Deborah and I have both spent some 
significant amounts of time in Texas, and reverse-engineering, it perhaps is not so surprising. You 
have a thriving art scene there. You have an increasingly-wealthy population, no income tax and 
you have deep and ingrained ties with the Middle East through the oil industry.  

00:25:10  And so putting that all together, maybe it’s not surprising, but we were very surprised as well, 
and unfortunately there’s… you know, there’s been leaps and bounds of awareness, art-market-



 

 

led, and also by other groups, but so much of it has focused on what we call the north-east 
corridor, from Washington to New York. And there’s a big part of the country now, that again, 
you can go on EBay and buy these antiquities, regardless of where you are. 

00:25:39  And so something the Antiquities Coalition is trying to do is to, you know, to reach those people, 
again, through this buyer beware campaign, and other information on social media. 

00:25:51 VERNON Thank you. 

00:25:52 DEBORAH We all understand, which is a very interesting point about Texas, is that for the Greene family, 
who you know, own Hobby Lobby and were behind the Museum of the Bible here in Washington, 
they were the ones who were fined for smuggling in historic clay tablets. That some of their main 
dealers for biblical archaeology were in Texas… 

00:26:22 VERNON Yeah and who… I don’t know the resource there, but has this research of yours led to the 
creation of a similar office in Houston, Texas to the Manhattan office, or do you think there’s a 
chance that resources will be pushed down into that area now? 

00:26:39 DEBORAH To our knowledge, there aren’t dedicated prosecutors working on this issue in Texas. However, 
both Homeland Security Investigations and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the FBI do have 
point people there, and quite good agents who are working, both to… again, to find cases and 
pursue them, but also increasing their conversations with the responsible art market, making 
sure they’re aware of the risk, and who can work with law enforcement, instead of against law 
enforcement. 

00:27:17  Since, again, illicit trafficking hurts the responsible players as well. 

 VERNON Excellent, than you. 

00:27:23 LAURA So we get to the point in the discussion, as we’re sort of, getting towards the end of our 
recording today, which is a chance we’d like to give our participants, is a wish. So if you could, 
what would be the one change you would like to see in future, that would help fight the illicit 
trade? What’s your one wish to a genie, if you could, to change the world slightly to make your 
life a bit easier? And what tools would you need to achieve that? Let’s hear your thoughts. 

00:27:52 VERNON Do they get one wish each, or one wish between them (LAUGHTER)? Maybe if they’ve got time 
for one quick wish each… … 

00:28:00 LAURA I think we’ll be generous this week, and we’ll allow two wishes, one for each participant, there 
we are! 

00:28:05 DEBORAH Tess, would you like to go first with your wish? 

00:28:10 TESS Oh goodness, that’s a very good question. Well, I think my wish would be for the general public 
to be aware of the harm that this problem causes. And again, it’s… there are so many harms that 
it causes. As Deborah mentioned, this is not a victimless crime, and it’s not a white-collar crime. It 
might end up as a white-collar crime at the final stage, but it rarely starts that way. 

00:28:40  And at the end of the day, this is about people as well, the people who’re losing their heritage, 
their sacred sites, having the graves of their ancestors disturbed for an object to put on a 
mantelpiece. And so if the general public recognises that, I think we’ll see a shift like we’ve seen, 
whether it’s with blood diamonds, or with items like fur, that these objects aren’t meant to be 
bought and sold.  

00:29:11  And that is what I think it will take, because this is a demand-driven crime. These sites, many of 
them were intact for millennia before there was a market for the artefacts that come from them, 
and so that’s the future that the antiquities is… that the Antiquities Coalition is working towards. 

00:29:32 DEBORAH So I think Tess has an excellent one request to make, the collecting of illicit antiquities socially 
unacceptable, but to build on that, I guess my wish would be something in addition more 
practical, also to see UNESCO, which is viewed as the coordination body for culture 
internationally, that they had more authorities to be proactive in working with governments to 
protect sites. And to have, just like we have peacekeeping troops, to be able, in times of conflict, 
to go protect sites and work with local communities to stop the looting. 

00:30:17  And I think this is something that government should be considering now, as an update to the 



 

 

1970’s UNESCO convention that first made this essentially a global crime. 

00:30:31 VERNON Fantastic, well thank you so much Deborah and Tess. I can’t promise that your wishes will come 
true, but I certainly hope that with the work you’re doing, I think, you know, you’re really driving 
towards it. So it’s been a fascinating discussion, thank you so much for your time, and for sharing 
your thoughts with us and our audience. 

00:30:51 LAURA And to our audience, we hope that you’ll join us again for our next episode of Fighting the Illicit 
Trade. We’ll be joined by some new international experts to further investigate the chains of 
criminal activity that connect the illicit transit of cultural property out. So we say thank you to our 
listeners, and once again, thank you to both Tess and Deborah. 

 DEBORAH Thank you. 

 


