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TIMECODE NAME Dialogue  

00:00:00  Start of audio 

 LAURA Hello and welcome to fighting the illicit trade, a podcast series produced by the Victoria Albert 
Museum’s Culture in Crisis Program. Your two hosts for the series are me, Laura Jones Cultural 
Heritage Preservation Lead… 

 VERNON And me, Vernon Bradley the Director of Cultural Protection and Security, and together we will 
see you through this series, joined each episode by a new guest. 

00:00:23 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. 

 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 the 
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, museums, and community 
groups amongst others, asking them to share their unique experiences and insights. 

 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.  

00:01:31 LAURA And in today’s episode we’re joined by Anya Eber. Anya, to begin with perhaps you can tell us a 
little bit about yourself and your work? 

 ANYA Certainly. I am currently completing a Doctorate in Criminology at the University of Oxford, and 
my Doctorial Research investigate how the illicit antiquities trade is policed and the role of 
specialised law enforcement units in Cultural Property and Protection in Market Nations. 
Specifically, the United Kingdom and the United States. I have situated my Doctorial Research 
within the discipline of criminology. But I have an interdisciplinary background with degrees in 
Archaeology, Art History and Criminology. And all of these have been valuable for my research on 
Cultural Property Protection. 

00:02:20  Initially, I actually began in the discipline of Archaeology with degrees in Archaeology and History 
from Brown University. And like many archaeologists I became aware of the impact that localised 
site disturbance, environmental changes and looting can have on archaeological sites and the 
loss of archaeological information that can result. So, as I finished my degrees at Brown 
University I became increasingly interested in the field of Cultural Property Protection and 
specifically in researching how to prevent the illicit antiquities trade. 

00:02:57  And I should note that much of the research on these topics has predominantly been conducted 
within archaeology, anthropology, and law. But instead of continuing in archaeology I chose to 
pursue a Masters in Criminology at Oxford. I did also complete another Masters at Glasgow in our 
History Collecting and Provenance Research in an International context. And all of these degrees 
inform the Doctoral Research that I am currently conducting. 

00:03:26  But criminology offers important frameworks and theoretical models by which to understand the 
illicit antiquities trade. And I do think it’s important that Criminologists increasingly contribute 
research on the illicit antiquities trade which is why I have situated my research in this discipline. 

 VERNON That’s fascinating, thank you. And what’s the impact of investigating this area from a criminology 
perspective? 

00:03:50 ANYA I think criminology offers insights into a number of different topics that have relevance to the 
illicit antiquities trade. Including victims, harms, changes in how deviance has been understood 



and defined with the antiquities trade, as well as law enforcement responses in this field, which is 
of course my research interest. And in my research I’ve drawn on literature in criminology, on 
policing, and transnational crime. And I – I think there is an opportunity also for more 
comparative research to be produced on the illicit antiquities trade in relation to other illicit 
trades, such as, diamonds, drugs, arms, and wildlife. 

00:04:32  And we need to consider where there are similarities and differences in these trade. In many of 
my research discussions, actually, with law enforcement units I touched on this and discussed 
with agents if they had encountered any cases involving antiquities and art that were 
interconnected with other illicit trades. And I think it is important for research in this field to 
increasingly consider if and where art and antiquities are being moved together with other illicit 
goods. And how the illicit antiquities trade operates in relation to other transnational crimes.  

00:05:06  And I think criminologists can contribute to research on Cultural Property Protection in these 
areas. 

 VERNON And are there other occasions when it’s not just that the objects may be moved together but just 
that their methods and those involved are interconnected, have you come across that in your 
research? 

00:05:23 ANYA Absolutely, I think that’s worth looking at as well. How these objects are being moved, by what 
groups, in similar patterns or routes, absolutely, I think there’s a lot of research to be done there. 
And also think about if the trade operates in isolation, why that’s a crime, and – and what is 
unique about the antiquities trade that might cause that in certain areas. 

 LAURA And in the series we’ve looked at the illicit trade of cultural property in many stages. So, as it 
emerges at source through transit and then eventually to market. Where does your research sit 
in that chain? 

00:05:58 ANYA Yes, so I have focused my research on law enforcement responses at the market stage. 
Specifically the United States and the United Kingdom, which are two of the largest art market 
nations in the world. And both the UK and the US have specialised law enforcement units that 
investigate crimes involving art and antiquities. So, over the past two years I have collect 
qualitative data with these units and other sectors of the antiquities market in the UK and US to 
consider law enforcement responses at this stage of the trafficking chain. 

00:06:29  I certainly think there is an opportunity to conduct research on the how the illicit antiquities 
trade is policed at all stages from source to transit to market. And, hopefully, my research with 
specialised law enforcement units in the US and the UK will offer insights into the market stage 
which can contribute to future research in other countries and at source and transit points. 

00:06:52  But, yes, I don’t think they are completely separate and certainly in my discussion with agents I 
have discussed their interactions with units at source points and where information is being 
exchanged and what information is needed from units at market nations from those source 
countries. So, I think there is certainly an importance in looking at all stages and looking at how 
there are interactions between different points of the trafficking chain. 

00:07:22 VERNON And I’m sure that the police officers and the agents that you’re dealing with also have the 
interest because, of course, you can’t police the market without understanding or gaining 
evidence of where that object came from – from its route from source, because they’re the 
points you need to prove in law to bring a conviction. 

00:07:39 ANYA That is precisely it, I mean with your background you know completely. But that is exactly what 
I’m looking at is what are the – what is the evidence and the information that’s needed from 
these source countries and how is that provided and where are there gaps. And how can we 
build better communication, and that is definitely something that a lot of agents have been 
speaking with me about in – in market nations, about their interest and how they receive 
information and what’s needed.  

00:08:09 VERNON Excellent. And what are the key questions that your research is addressing? 

 ANYA So, my research is focused on the role of specialised law enforcement units in Cultural Property 
Protection. And to step back to some of the conversations we’ve been having about 
criminological theory is one of the criminological theories that informs my research was Cohen 
and Felson’s Routine Activities Theory. And for those who are unfamiliar with theory Cohen and 
Felson developed Routine Activities Theory in 1979 and considered the circumstances under 
which crime can thrive. 



00:08:44  And by extension how these could be disrupted to prevent crime. They argued that structural 
changes in Routine Activity patterns could influence crime rates by affecting the convergence in 
space and time of three minimal elements of direct predatory violations. Which are, one, 
motivated offenders, two, suitable targets, and three the absence of guardians who are capable 
of preventing violations. So, in essence this theory considers the elements of criminal events that 
might be altered to decrease or increase the potential for crime. 

00:09:15  And when Routine Activities Theory is applied to the antiquities trade it offers an opportunity to 
consider the variables that could be altered to disrupt the illicit antiquities trade. The motivation 
of offenders in terms of risk and reward for this crime type. How suitable and attractive 
antiquities are as targets, and guardianship within the antiquities trade.  

00:09:36  So, that’s my interest, and a number of the other factors have been considered but I think there 
is more opportunity to consider what role different guardians including law enforcement units 
can play in preventing the illicit trafficking of cultural property. And that’s what I’m looking at, I’m 
looking at networked policing, third party policing and guardianship. And also considering how 
responsibility for crime control might be shared between a range of organisations and individuals 
in the antiquities trade. 

00:10:08  But I think it’s important that we keep considering how guardianship is asserted. So, some of my 
key research questions that I have developed data on, specifically looking at the role of law 
enforcement agents in this is what policing strategies do specialised law enforcement use in the 
UK and the US to police the illicit antiquities trade and why? Do law enforcement units forge 
partnerships with members of the art market in order to conduct case work and investigations.  

00:10:36  And what challenges have units encountered in policing the illicit antiquities trade at market and 
where do they feel they are having success? 

 LAURA So, quite a lot to dig into there as well, and really what we’re dealing with as you’ve made quite 
clear is an international problem and international network of issues really. And who are these 
people that you’re working with around the world to investigate the problem? 

00:11:00 ANYA Sure. So, the focus of my study is on specialised law enforcement units. So, in the UK a crucial 
unit was the Metropolitan Police’s Art and Antiques Unit. I spoke with a pool of members from 
the squad including past leadership and detective constables. And in the United states I 
interviewed agents in the FBIs Art Crime Team and agents in Homeland Security Investigations 
Cultural Property Arts and Antiquities Program. 

00:11:28  And when we consider the role of law enforcement units and guardianship at market it is 
important to consider the unique authorities that agencies such as Homeland Security 
Investigations have at US borders. As well as the inter-agency collaboration that exists between 
law enforcement agencies in different countries. So, that was certainly something the project 
took into consideration. But I didn’t only speak with law enforcement agents in the UK and the 
US.  

00:11:57  I also interviewed members of the museums, auction houses, dealers, government agencies and 
the private sector that assist law enforcement units on cases involving antiquities, or assert 
guardianship in their own right and contribute to policing efforts. So, through of all of these 
perspectives I am building a more nuanced discussion are guardianship policing and the networks 
that exist for heritage protection with the United Kingdom and United States.  

00:12:29 VERNON What are some of the ways that law enforcement agents can contribute to the guardianship 
network at the market stage of the illicit antiquities trade? 

 ANYA Yes, so that’s one of the things that I am building research on and currently analysing data on. 
But I think when we think of policing in this area some of the things I’m considering are the role 
that specialised law enforcement units dedicated to crimes involving art and antiquities can play 
as a deterrent for criminal behaviour in this market, and the symbolic function of these units 
actually in terms of our market nations being involved in this – this global effort to police the 
illicit antiquities trade. 

00:13:13  And then there’s the neutrality that the police can offer as law enforcement agents focused on 
protecting lawful businesses and preventing criminal behaviour in their jurisdiction. Which in the 
context of the antiquities trade and the various stakeholders in this market is an important thing 
to consider and it’s an unusual – it’s an important role. And then most importantly perhaps, 
actually, I think it is important to consider the role that specialised law enforcement units can 
play in mobilising different actors in the antiquities market to contribute and to – and realise a 



larger security agenda.  

00:13:56  So, these are all aspects and factors of police work that I’m looking at in trying to build a picture 
of and gather data on. 

 VERNON Just picking up on your idea of the specialist units mobilising different actors into this field. And I 
was listening to you earlier when you were talking about the routine activity theory, and it struck 
me that there was a direct connection here between your work and the work of protecting sites. 
There’s the – when you’re looking at a cultural heritage site and you’re looking at a risk 
assessment you’re assessing the threats to that, people who want to do you harm and why they 
want to do harm. 

00:14:35  You’re assessing the vulnerabilities to that site, your physical protection et cetera, and you’re 
also looking at your mitigation and, as you put it, your guardianship, you know, whose looking 
after it and is that – is that reliable. And I was wondering whether you could comment on 
whether or not your research can influence these special teams to actually have a direct impact 
on protecting heritage at source? 

00:14:58 ANYA Certainly, so when we were talking about my research being situated at market I do think and 
expanded version of this it’s absolutely important to think about what’s happening at source and 
what kind of guardianship units or different actors might be able to assert over archaeological 
sites themselves. And you’re absolutely right there is a challenge here when we think of Routine 
Activities Theory.  

00:15:23  You’ve got motivated offenders, you have very suitable targets at source and there is a challenge 
in guardianship because a lot of these sites are in jungles, deserts, under water. Very remote 
locations that when we’re thinking of guardians, whether that’s the police or communities 
nearby, or even CCTV, right, there’s all sorts of different forms of guardianship. But a lot of those 
sites are in places where guardianship is quite challenging to assert. 

00:15:51  So, yes, I do think there’s – there’s a lot to be looked at in terms of how guardianship is asserted 
in source context. But it’s also interesting then to think of that in a global chain of events and to 
look at what can be happened – what can happen later down the chain with these units at 
market. And how they can through, maybe, deterrents or other factors actually cause a ripple 
effect back to those source points in terms of guardianship or collaboration between units at 
source and market. Absolutely there’s so much to look at here. 

00:16:28 VERNON When we’re talking about collaboration between units you’ve done research in these specialist 
teams for years. And I won’t ask you to comment on the best model, because we all know that, 
of course, Scotland Yard is much better than any of the others. But you must have seen the 
different ways and the different resources that police units around the world seek to tackle 
heritage crime. And I think – I mean I’ve seen certainly a difference between the deployment on 
market countries and the deployment in source countries as we might see. 

00:16:59  But I just wondered if you could comment a little about whether or not you see advantages or 
disadvantages to the various models and the approaches that countries are taking with these 
specialist teams? 

 ANYA So, that’s absolutely something that the Doctoral Project is looking at, and that’s one of the 
reasons that I wanted to look at both the United Kingdom and the United States and look at 
differences in how there are different specialised units, how they are allocated resources. Also, 
inter agency collaboration, so that’s something that definitely came up in the United States 
looking at how Homeland Security Investigations works with the FBI and thinking about how 
other agencies like the department of state, museums, all sorts of different actors, the 
Smithsonian et cetera might play into this heritage network. 

00:17:56  And that’s definitely something I’m looking at, is where there are differences in the UK and the 
US. Why those differences might exist, what we can learn from them and how we can strengthen 
essentially the guardianship capacity at these different points. 

 LAURA And are there different areas as well that we can look perhaps even more broadly at policing with 
bodies like Interpol, or Europol? Do they have roles to play within this system of guardianship as 
well? 

00:18:25 ANYA Undoubtedly, absolutely yes and looking at how information on cases is being exchanged yes, 
yes. No, I think that’s a very important aspect as well. And the international arena of – of all of 
this, right. Thinking about the role that auction houses play and how they really do have 



footprints in the United States and the United Kingdom in many different countries around the 
world. So, thinking about all of these different actors and what they can contribute. 

00:18:59 VERNON And taking it maybe one stage further and outside of direct policing but sometimes the private 
sector are involved in this area as well. And it’s quite interesting again to see how various police 
forces are able or willing to act with the private sector. Do you think there’s a role here for the 
private sector? 

00:19:21 ANYA Well, certainly we have to think about a number of different private companies that are in many 
ways asserting forms of – of guardianship or even thinking about them in terms of policing and 
private policing that’s occurring here. Yes, I do think that the antiquities trade offers a very 
interesting area to look at some of this third party policing that does exist or can exist. 

00:19:50 LAURA Who is doing that, could I ask if it’s not too naïve a question but what sort of organisations have 
stepped into that gap of – I quite like this phrase of private policing, it sounds like the good 
makings of another podcast. 

00:20:03 ANYA Like, I think we need to think about private companies like the Art Loss Register, and Art 
Recovery International and I do think also museums. There’s a number of projects that are 
occurring at different museums and institutions that are taking on roles of screening the art 
market. And often when we think of guardianship those frontline actors, so groups like dealers 
and auction houses and museum curators are on the front lines of material and have expertise 
and knowledge to identify this material. 

00:20:39  And we need to think about how those actors that can assert guardianship within their spheres 
are reporting information to law enforcement units, assisting on case work and where we’re 
getting this sort of information stream. And it certainly becomes important when we think of 
policing strategies such as proactive or reactive policing in different fields.  

00:21:01  Where different actors are in contact with material are reporting information is very important to 
think about. 

 VERNON So, how do we encourage that collaboration, because I think we all agree it doesn’t work 
perfectly at all times and in all countries. Do we need to legislate for this working together, or do 
we reward for working together? How do we overcome the barriers that seem to exist at the 
moment between these various actors and to bring them together to strive for a common 
purpose? 

00:21:39 ANYA Yes, I think that’s a good question and it’s hard to formulate an answer to that that we really can 
all agree upon. But I do think creating greater collaboration and recognising the roles that 
different groups are capable of and… So, having this recognition of roles they can play and 
encouragement of greater collaboration and cooperation. I think that increasingly needs to be 
done in the antiquities market. 

 LAURA And I can see we’re sort of slipping into sort of the conversation around what the future might 
hold and idealism. So, this seems like a great time to drop in how we end all of our recordings 
here, with a wish, and Anya it’s my turn to offer you an opportunity to make your one wish in the 
illicit trade. What change would you like to see in the future which would help you with your fight 
against the illicit trade of cultural property? And importantly what sort of tools would you need 
to achieve this, and even if we can, how might we assist you in that? 

00:22:44 ANYA So, I think it is what we’ve been talking about here. I think we need to increasingly consider the 
need for collaboration and heritage protection efforts. How different groups share information 
and coordinate heritage protection efforts is of great importance when we consider how this 
form of trafficking can be disrupted. Consider, for example, the information streams on cultural 
property cases for those law enforcement agents that we’ve been discussing.  

00:23:11  What group’s report cases, what groups are assisting law enforcement units, that’s an important 
aspect of case work in this field that does need to be considered. And there’s so many groups 
from those auctions houses, those dealers, those private companies and museums and 
academics, we should call out that as well. That all have a role to play and that contribute to 
heritage protection efforts.  

00:23:36  So, I suppose that’s what would be my one wish is that guardians from a variety of sectors and at 
different points of the trafficking chain increasingly are recognised and work with one another 
and the police to help prevent the illicit antiquities trade. Because there is strength in that 
collaboration and we need to draw upon it.  



 VERNON Can I just – thank you, and we grant your wish obviously. But before we do just a question about 
resources and actually, you know, we’re in a very unique time at the moment. We’re in a very 
difficult time in history for the world, we’re at a time where resources are going to be stretched 
probably to the limit. Your experience at working with these specialist teams are they adequately 
resourced now and do you fear for the future, the post Covid-19 future of these units? 

00:24:28 ANYA Well that was one of the reasons that I really wanted to focus research on this topic is that very 
few people are talking about the police and the role that they can play here. And I think by 
recognising it that calls attention for the need for these units to receive resources, and – and to 
be recognised for the work that they are doing in this sphere. And in particular the specialty of 
units. So, having law enforcement agents that do have contacts across this heritage network and 
awareness of so many different actors when they are resolving cases involving antiquities or 
other cultural property.  

00:25:08  That – that is something that we should increasingly recognise and I hope my dissertation offers 
insight into what those units can offer and what their role is here. But I do think you do call out 
an important point of resources at different points of the chain and there’s a lot of discussion 
about the market stage of the trafficking chain and the resources that are available there. And 
that’s one of the things that this Doctoral Project is looking at, is while we might in theory think 
of that stage as having a great amount of resources and potential we need to actually have 
research that identifies what exists at the market stage. 

00:25:51  How these units are funded, what support exists for them and we need to have a conversation 
about that when we think of where resources in the larger chain can be increasingly allocated 
and – and built-up. 

 LAURA Absolutely terrific and Anya you’ve given us such an eloquent tour de force of what you’ve been 
researching at the moment and hearing just a sort of a small segment of it has whet the appetite 
of Vernon and I to hear more. But unfortunately we do have to draw this conversation to a close 
and it really does bring us to the end of our episode quite nicely to end on that comment.  

00:26:29  So, we hope that our listeners will join us again soon to hear more about the ongoing fight 
against the illicit trade of cultural property as we continue to explore that complex chain and 
criminal network which supports a nefarious industry. And say a huge thank you today to all of 
our listeners and of course thank you Anya. Thank you. 

00:26:49  End of audio recording 

 


