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Anecdote 

Sunflowers  
by the Dutch painter 

Vincent van Gogh 

PopArt Blue                             
Retro-style Fridge 

by Samsung 
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+++ Breaking News +++ Breaking News +++ Breaking News +++ 

Kuwait 
customs 
seized 
suspected 
Pharaonic 
statue 

Persepolis Relief seized 
from New York Art Fair 



Trafficking of Cultural Property 

Every year  
 

thousands of artefacts disappear from  
museums, churches, private collections or public institutions or due to               

looting and destruction of cultural heritage sites in conflict zones.  
 

From antique weapons to paintings, from coins to watches, from religious objects to 
archaeological finds, tens of thousands of specimens forming part of the  

world’s archaeological and cultural heritage  
are stolen.  

 

Linkages between illicit trafficking in art and cultural objects, money laundering,  
other criminal activities and possibly terrorism is very close. 

 
- World Customs Organisation 2018 - 



Commitment 

Article 1   Professional traders in cultural property will not import, export or 
transfer the ownership of this property when they have reasonable cause to believe it 
has been stolen, illegally alienated, clandestinely excavated or illegally exported. 

International Code of Ethics for Dealers in Cultural Property [UNESCO 1999] 

UNESCO-Convention [1970] 

Article 2 (1)  […] recognize that the illicit import, export and transfer of 
ownership of cultural property is one of the main causes of the impoverishment of the 
cultural heritage of the countries of origin of such property […] 

Article 3   The import, export or transfer of ownership of cultural property 
effected contrary to the provisions adopted under this Convention by the States Parties 
thereto, shall be illicit.  



Corporate Social Responsibility 



Globalisation and business in arts and cultural goods  

TEFAF Art Market Report 2017 

Market Share of Top 3   
Art Countries resulting in 71,5% 

29,5% 
18% 

24% 

World Art Trade Exports World Art Trade Imports 

Maastricht University Graphic Source: DESA/UNSD United Nations Comtrade database 



Supply chain, customs procedures and operations [simplified] 

Before Shipping During Transportation After Delivery 



The role of the WCO and the customs authorities 

Effective export 
and import 
regulations 

Classification of 
Goods 

Specialized 
Units and 
Personnel 

Databases and 
Data and 

Information 
Exhcange 



The role of the WCO and the customs authorities 

Directors General of the 180 WCO Member Customs administrations unanimously adopted the  
WCO Council Resolution on the Role of 

 Customs in Preventing Illicit Trafficking of Cultural Objects (2016) 

Export 
Certificates Global Political 

Agenda 

CEP/CEN 
Regional/Global 

Intelligence Products 
Exchange of 

Information [ARCHEO] 

Close Cooperation at all 
levels between all 
involved parties 

Enforcement capacity 
building, Development 
of tools and trainings 

Awareness raising 



Enforcement bodies and current operational tools 

ICOM 
Red List 

WCO Archeo 

UNODC Sherloc 

INTERPOL database  
of Stolen Works of Art  

Protection System  
for Cultural Heritage 

EU CULTNET 

Private/National 
Initiatives 



WCO – illicit Trade Report [2016] 

Number of Seizures by Category 



WCO – illicit Trade Report [2016] 

Trafficking Flows by Country 



WCO – illicit Trade Report [2016] 

Heat Map of Trafficking Instances involving Cultural Objects 



Operation Pandora  

INTERPOL  assisted investigators in the field by cross-checking hundreds of objects against            
                    their stolen works of art database. They also provided a swift response when  
                    identifying artefacts of illicit provenance. 
 
WCO           supported the joint action by facilitating the communication, cooperation and   
                    assistance between law enforcement and concerned customs administrations. 
 
UNESCO     contributed to the operation by providing training materials and offering               
                    recommendations to the participating countries. 

Law enforcement authorities from 18 countries, EUROPOL, INTERPOL, UNESCO, WCO 
led by Cypriot and Spanish police  
 
 3 561 works of art and cultural goods were seized, almost half of which were 

archaeological objects; 500 archaeological objects were found in Murcia, Spain, of 
which 19 were stolen in 2014 from the Archaeological Museum in Murcia; 

 over 400 coins from different periods were seized following investigations into 
suspicious online advertisements; 

 75 individuals were arrested; 
 48 588 persons, 29 340 vehicles and 50 ships were checked; 
 92 new investigations were initiated. 



Way to go from a customs perspective 

EC/DG TAXUD: Final Report on Fighting illicit trafficking in cultural goods: analysis of customs issues in the EU [2017]  

 Differences between intra-EU [no customs declarations, export authorizations] and ex-EU 
[customs declarations and export authorizations] trafficking; including 28 different customs 
administrations and heritage acts. Authorization and export procedures take time. 

 Absence of [EU] regulation regarding the import of cultural goods; Cultural goods [except 
Iraq/Syria due to regulations] are treated like any other good and are subject to a customs 
declaration. Controls carried out on the importation of cultural goods are limited.  

 Absence of practical restrictions/conditions to trafficking; need for coherence with already 
existing tools and regulations on a national, supranational and international level. Difficulties in 
sharing information between relevant authorities. 

 Complexity of adequately defining and the lack of common understanding on the [legal] 
definition of cultural goods; costly and difficult identification of such goods in practice . 

 The existence of a profitable commerce for cultural goods in the EU, with high demand.  

 Different sanctioning systems based on different legal grounds and frameworks. 
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