


AGENDA:

Combating the lIllicit Trafficking of
Cultural Artifacts
and

Repatriation of Stolen Heritage



Letter from the Chair
Dear Delegates,

It gives me immense pleasure to welcome you all to the UNESCO Committee. The agenda before us “Combating the Illicit
Trafficking of Cultural Artifacts and Repatriation of Stolen Heritage” is not merely a discussion about museums or ancient
objects; it is fundamentally about identity, memory, sovereignty, and justice.

Across centuries, cultural artifacts have been looted during wars, colonial occupations, illegal excavations, and organized black-
market operations. These objects carry the stories of civilizations, indigenous communities, and nations. Their theft represents not
only economic loss but also the erasure of historical and cultural identity.

As delegates, you are expected to critically analyze the legal, ethical, political, and economic dimensions of this issue. This
committee will require balanced diplomacy, strong research, practical policymaking, and sensitivity toward historical grievances
and international cooperation.

I encourage each delegate to move beyond rhetoric and focus on realistic, implementable solutions that strengthen international
collaboration while respecting national sovereignty and cultural dignity.

I look forward to an intellectually stimulating committee session.

Warm regards,
Sweta Mishra
Chairperson, UNESCO Committee

Sara Anwita
Vice Chairperson, UNESCO Committee



Committee Overview:

About UNESCO

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is a specialized agency of the United Nations
established in 1945. Its primary objective is to promote peace and international cooperation through education, science, culture,
and communication.

One of UNESCO’s major mandates is the protection and preservation of cultural heritage, including monuments, artifacts,
manuscripts, archaeological sites, and intangible cultural traditions.

Understanding the Agenda:

What is Illicit Trafficking of Cultural Artifacts?

[llicit trafficking refers to the illegal excavation, theft, smuggling, sale, or transfer of cultural property across borders without
authorization.

Cultural artifacts may include:

e Ancient sculptures

e Religious idols

e Paintings and manuscripts
Archaeological objects
Coins and jewellery
Indigenous cultural objects
Sacred artifacts

Fossils and antiquities

These artifacts are often sold through:

e  Black markets

Illegal auction networks
Private collectors
Criminal syndicates
Terror financing networks
Online marketplaces

Understanding Repatriation:

What is Repatriation?

Repatriation refers to the return of cultural artifacts, human remains, or heritage objects to their country or community of origin.
This issue is highly debated because:

Many artifacts were taken during colonial rule.

Some were acquired through coercion or unequal treaties.

Others were stolen during armed conflicts or illegal excavations.
Museums argue that they preserve artifacts safely and provide global access.



The debate often revolves around:

Ownership vs custodianship

Universal museums vs national heritage
Historical justice

Legal acquisition vs ethical acquisition

Historical Background:

1) Colonial Era Looting

During colonial expansion between the 18th and 20th centuries, many European powers removed artifacts from colonized regions
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

Notable examples include:

e Rosetta Stone from Egypt

e  Parthenon Marbles from Greece
e Benin Bronzes from Nigeria

e Koh-i-Noor diamond from India

The 1970 UNESCO Convention is non — retroactive, most of these colonial era removals fall outside its legal scope as a result
these removals continue to generate diplomatic tensions today

2) Looting During Armed Conflicts

Wars have historically accelerated the destruction and trafficking of cultural heritage.
Major examples:

World War II

Looting in Iraq after 2003

Destruction of heritage sites in Syria
Smuggling by extremist organizations such as ISIS

Cultural artifacts are sometimes used to finance terrorism and organized crime.

International Legal Framework

1. UNESCO 1970 Convention

Full Name:

Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property.
Key Provisions:

Prevent illegal export/import

Promote cooperation among states

Create inventories of cultural property
Encourage restitution of stolen items



Limitations:

e Not retroactive
e Enforcement depends on national laws

2. UNIDROIT Convention (1995)

International Institute for the Unification of Private Law convention strengthens private law mechanisms regarding stolen cultural
objects.

Focus Areas:

e Return of stolen artifacts
e  Compensation mechanisms
e Due diligence obligations for buyers

3. Hague Convention (1954)

Created after the devastation of WWII to protect cultural property during armed conflicts. Two Protocols (1954 and 1999)
strengthened enforcement but compliance in active warzones remains inconsistent.

It emphasizes:
e  Protection during wars

e Respect for cultural sites
e  Prevention of military misuse

4. UN Security Council Resolutions

The United Nations Security Council has passed resolutions prohibiting trade in artifacts from conflict zones such as Iraq and
Syria. Resolution 2347 was the 1% ever to focus exclusively on the protection of cultural heritage

Major Stakeholders:

1) Countries Seeking Repatriation

Examples:
e India
o  Greece
e Nigeria
e [Egypt

Their concerns:

e Historical injustice
e  Cultural identity restoration
e Sovereignty over heritage



2) Museums and Holding Institutions

Examples:

British Museum
Louvre Museum
Metropolitan Museum of Art

Arguments presented:

Better preservation infrastructure
Universal accessibility
Legal acquisition claims

3) Indigenous Communities

Many indigenous groups demand the return of:

Sacred objects
Human remains
Ceremonial artifacts

Their arguments center on:

Spiritual significance
Cultural dignity
Community rights

4) Law Enforcement Agencies

Examples:

INTERPOL
Customs authorities
Border agencies

Their role:
e  Tracking stolen objects
e International cooperation
e Database creation
e Preventing smuggling networks



Contemporary Challenges:

1. Weak Domestic Legislation
Many countries lack:

e  Strong heritage protection laws
e  Proper inventories
e Specialized enforcement agencies

2. Online Black Markets
Digital platforms and dark web marketplaces facilitate anonymous sales of stolen artifacts.
Challenges include:

e No platform liability
e Difficulties in cross-jurisdictional enforcement

3. Provenance Issues
“Provenance” means the documented history of ownership of an artifact.

Challenges include:

e Forged documentation

e  Missing records

e Colonial-era ambiguity

e  Burden of proof on claimant, not holder
4. Conflict Zones

War-torn countries struggle to protect museums and archaeological sites

5. Museum Ethics vs Legal Ownership

An artifact may be legally acquired but ethically questionable due to colonial circumstances.



Key Case Studies:

1. Benin Bronzes

The Benin Bronzes were looted by British forces in 1897 from the Kingdom of Benin (present-day Nigeria).

Recent Developments:

e Several European museums have begun returning artifacts to Nigeria.
e The case sparked global debates on colonial restitution.

2. Parthenon Marbles

Greece has long demanded the return of the Parthenon Marbles from the British Museum.

Key Debate:

e  Cultural reunification vs universal museum argument

3. India’s Recovered Antiquities

India has successfully recovered several stolen idols and antiquities from foreign museums and private collections in recent years.

Challenges:

e  Tracking stolen items
e  Proving provenance
e Diplomatic negotiations

Questions a Resolution Should Address

Delegates should consider:

1. How can international cooperation be improved?

2. Should museums be legally obligated to return disputed artifacts?

3. How can provenance verification be strengthened?

4. What role should technology play?

5. How can conflict-zone heritage be protected?

6. Should there be international penalties for illicit trafficking?

7. How can developing countries strengthen preservation infrastructure?
8. How can indigenous community rights be protected?

9.  What mechanisms can speed up repatriation disputes?

10. How can awareness and education reduce illegal trade?



Possible Solutions Delegates May Explore

Legal Measures

e Stronger international conventions
e  Uniform repatriation procedures
e  Tougher penalties for traffickers

Technological Measures

e Digital provenance databases
e Blockchain tracking systems
e  Al-assisted artifact identification

Diplomatic Measures

e Bilateral agreements
e  Cultural exchange programs
e Mediation frameworks under UNESCO
e Joint stewardship models
Capacity Building

e  Museum funding
e Customs training
e Archaeological preservation support

Educational Measures

e  Public awareness campaigns
e  FEthical art market regulations
e Academic cooperation

Bloc Positions

1) Western Museum-Holding States
Likely Focus:
e  Shared global heritage
e Long-term loans instead of permanent returns

e Legal acquisition arguments

Delegates from this bloc should be prepared to explain the legal constraints on their institutions and distinguish between what
their government supports and what their museums can legally do.



Examples:

e  United Kingdom
e France
e German

2) Source Countries
Likely Focus:
e  Permanent repatriation

Historical justice

e Sovereignty over heritage

Examples:
e India
e Greece
e Nigeria
e [Egypt

3) Conflict-Affected States

Likely Focus:
e Emergency protection mechanisms
e International funding
e Anti-smuggling cooperation
e  Stricter import controls by destination-market countries

Examples:
e Syria
e lraq

Points for Research:

Delegates are strongly encouraged to research:

e  Your country’s cultural property laws

e UNESCO 1970 Convention status

e  Major repatriation disputes involving your country
e Role of museums in your country

e National customs and heritage authorities

e Recent recovered artifacts

e International cooperation agreements



Suggested Moderated Caucus Topics

Ethical Obligations of Museums
Colonialism and Cultural Restitution
Technology in Artifact Tracking
Protection of Heritage in Conflict Zones
Role of Private Collectors in Illegal Trade
Strengthening International Law
Indigenous Rights and Sacred Heritage
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Suggested Unmoderated Caucus Directions

Drafting international databases

Creating UNESCO-led task forces

Designing funding mechanisms

Establishing repatriation timelines

e Building cross-border investigative cooperation

Key Terms Delegates Must Know

Term Meaning
Provenance Ownership history of an artifact
Repatriation Return of cultural property to origin
ool ey Objects of arf:haeological or cultural
1mportance
Illicit Trafficking Illegal trade or movement of artifacts

Restitution Restoration of stolen property



Concluding Note from the Chair

This agenda lies at the intersection of history, morality, law, diplomacy, and cultural identity. Delegates must recognize that
cultural artifacts are not merely objects displayed in glass cases, they are living representations of civilizations, traditions, and
collective memory.

Your objective in committee is not simply to debate the past, but to shape mechanisms that preserve humanity’s shared heritage
for future generations while ensuring justice, accountability, and international cooperation.

The dais eagerly awaits thoughtful diplomacy, innovative solutions, and meaningful debate from all delegates.

Best wishes,
Sweta Mishra
Chairperson, UNESCO Committee

Sara Anwita
Vice Chairperson, UNESCO Committee
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