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INTRODUCTION
 

The removal of cultural and archaeological items from their place or country of origin is an 
act against both national identity and collective memory, and the destruction of historical 
knowledge for all of mankind.

Almost 50 years after the first major step at the international level to protect cultural property 
marked by a 1970 UNESCO convention, the illicit international traffic of cultural items and 
related offences is sadly increasingly prolific.

This trade is fueled by numerous factors linked to factors specific to the subject, such as a 
developing art market and increased access to archaeological sites, and general crime-related 
factors such as organized crime and globalization.

In addition, the violent destruction of cultural property during armed conflicts has been 
alarmingly common in recent years, with repeated violations of cultural sites. Conflicts for 
instance in Afghanistan, Libya, Mali, Syria and Iraq have demonstrated that the protection of 
heritage is inseparable from the protection of human lives.

The destruction of cultural items has been recognized as a war crime under the provisions of 
the 1998 Rome Statute by the International Criminal Court on the grounds that it weakens the 
foundations for peace and hinders reconciliation when hostilities end.

The illicit traffic in cultural heritage is a serious and transnational crime that affects countries 
of origin, transit and final destination. The traffic of items in conflict areas may also be an 
important source of financing for terrorist groups.

As a result, several countries and international 
organizations are investing in raising awareness of the 
importance of protecting cultural heritage. INTERPOL 
has been fighting crimes against cultural property since 
1946, when the first international notice for stolen art 
objects was issued.

However, INTERPOL’s effectiveness is only as strong as 
its network, and international cooperation on this crime 
is hampered by the fact that many countries do not have 
a specialized unit dedicated to cultural property crimes. 
This hinders a deeper understanding of the issue and 
ability to fight the crimes effectively.  

This brochure outlines the role that a specialized unit 
can play, provides advice on how this can fit into 
national structures, and illustrates the successful results 
that a dedicated unit can achieve.
 

(First notice – January 23, 1946)
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THE PHENOMENON
 

Every day, INTERPOL receives information from different sources about intentional attacks 
against cultural heritage such as thefts, robberies, illicit excavations and fraud. The true extent 
of the problem can only be estimated; but it is clear to INTERPOL that the rate of this lucrative 
crime is increasing worldwide and that it affects every region of the world.

The complexity is compounded by the fact that the illicit trade in cultural property involves 
countless different types of item: different cultures, periods, materials, regions, sizes, meanings, 
and the different incentives of those behind the trade.

From works of art to cultural monuments, the illicit traffic in cultural items is fueled by numerous 
factors. Those associated specifically with the subject are the development of the international 
art market, a trend of using the antiquities market to launder money, and the increasing ease 
of access to monuments and archaeological sites. General contributing factors are the low-risk 
high-profit opportunities for organized crime groups, open borders, political instability and 
corruption in certain countries.

The forgery of art and even archaeological artefacts is also a complex crime with artistic, 
cultural and economic impact. While auction houses increasingly seek to establish the origin of 
items for sale, this crime remains generally underestimated by law enforcement.

This illicit trade of cultural goods is a well-oiled machine composed of different cogs, and as 
such, this mechanism should be opposed by national authorities supported by special laws that 
are rooted in international legislation.
 
Because of their transnational nature, these crimes often involve several national jurisdictions, 
and consequently, gaps and loopholes at national level are being exploited by individuals and 
organized groups.
 
One of the main challenges facing law enforcement is the lack of public visibility/priority for this 
type of crime, compared to crimes such as drugs or human trafficking.

Some countries and organizations have taken steps to fight the increasing number of thefts in 
museums, churches, private collections and archaeological sites. However, despite these efforts, 
the international community and national governments must keep strengthening their various 
tools to tackle these issues.

4

CREATING A NATIONAL CULTURAL HERITAGE UNIT



Example of a forged painting (left) and original (right), the Ritratto Femminile by Giorgio de Chirico. 
Copyright: Fondazione Giorgio e Isa de Chirico
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THE HISTORY OF CULTURAL HERITAGE CRIME
 

In 1946, INTERPOL began assisting law enforcement agencies worldwide in fighting the theft 
and trafficking of cultural property, and published the first international notice regarding the 
most wanted stolen objects of art.

At the national level, Italy was the first country to organize and establish a specialized Unit 
within the military police “Carabinieri” for the protection of cultural heritage in 1969.

The following year, in 1970, UNESCO adopted the “Convention on the Means of Prohibiting 
and preventing the illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property”: which 
requires its States Parties to take action in three main areas: preventive measures, return and 
restitution, and international cooperation.

Furthermore, the Convention binds States “to set up within their territories one or more 
national services, where such services do not already exist, for the protection of the cultural 
heritage, with a qualified staff sufficient in number for the effective carrying out of the following 
functions”.

Another important step at the International level was taken in 1995 with the elaboration of 
the UNIDROIT “Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects”. It recognized the 
importance of private commerce in the trafficking of cultural property and introduced for the 
buyers the fundamental obligation of “due diligence” in making reasonable efforts to check 
any accessible means of identifying whether an object was licit.

The same result was achieved by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 2000, which 
recognized the importance of extensive international cooperation in fighting trafficking in 
cultural property and related offences in the UN Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime (2000). This Convention is of great significance in the prevention, investigation and 
prosecution of trafficking in cultural property as well as the return and restitution of stolen/
trafficked cultural objects.

In the same context, the United Nations and its Security Council issued some resolutions to 
tackle this transnational crime in 2015, of which three are especially significant:

UN Security Council resolutions 2199/2015 and 2253/2015 – these marked an important step 
in the history of the protection of cultural heritage, since they acknowledged that the illicit 
trafficking of cultural object is a source of financing for terrorist groups. In turn, the Resolutions 
required the States Parties to undertake legally-binding measures to prevent “trade in illegally 
exported Iraqi and Syrian cultural property with the assistance of UNESCO, Interpol and their 
main partners”.

UNSC Resolution 2322/2016, among other things, urges States to develop broad law 
enforcement and judicial cooperation in preventing and combating trafficking in cultural 
property that might benefit terrorist groups.
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ACTING TOGETHER AGAINST DESTRUCTION AND 
TRAFFICKING OF CULTURAL PROPERTY

BY TERRORIST AND ORGANIZED CRIME GROUPS

PROTECTING  
CULTURAL HERITAGE

AN IMPERATIVE FOR HUMANITY

United Nations
22 September 2016

491_SRIUN_ProtectingCulturalHeritage_brochure_2016-09-12_Interactive.indd   1 15/03/2017   15:22

WHY A SPECIALIZED UNIT AT NATIONAL LEVEL?
 

In response to the increasing number of the attacks carried out by ISIS against the cultural 
heritage in Syria and Iraq, the Permanent missions of Italy and Jordan, together with INTERPOL, 
UNESCO and UNODC, launched an initiative called “Protecting Cultural Heritage – An 
Imperative for Humanity: Acting Together Against the Destruction and Trafficking of Cultural 
Property by Terrorist Groups and Organized Crime”.

The project aimed at developing practical tools and effective solutions in the fight against illicit 
trafficking and at identifying gaps in national and international legislations in order to protect 
cultural heritage worldwide.

Four meetings were held from September 2015 to September 2016, at the end of which, they 
drew up a list of suggested key actions.  

One of these was to create, where they do not exist yet, specialized police units at national level 
exclusively dedicated to the protection of cultural heritage to investigate cases of trafficking 
of cultural property, with a national database connected with INTERPOL’s “Stolen Works of Art 
Database”. National governments should also strengthen staff training as well as training new 
customs officers solely dedicated to the protection of cultural heritage at the borders.

The international experts involved agreed unanimously that the lack of a specialized national 
unit prevents a deep understanding of this complex issue and hinders the ability to fight the 
illicit trafficking in cultural property effectively. The network cannot be built without dedicated 
national points of contacts.
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Forgery of art is on the increase and must not be underestimated. This can include simple 
replication of a piece of art which can sell at high value for little input, and also “touching 
up”  a piece to falsely attribute it to a well-known artist. Both types can leave auction 
houses with huge compensation payouts if they are discovered after sale to be fake.

Archaeological artifacts are also subject to counterfeiting. One-third of the 16,000 
archaeological objects seized on the Turkish/Lebanese borders in 2015-2016 were found 
to be fake.

ADVANTAGES OF A SPECIALIZED UNIT WOULD INCLUDE:

• Better coordination at both the national and international level between law enforcement 
agencies by identifying and sharing information on criminal networks suspected of being 
involved in illicit trafficking of stolen cultural items.

• Increased ability to determine links between such criminal networks and identify the 
movements of the items tracing their routes and destinations, modus operandi and other 
related criminal activities.

• Stronger networking and partnership opportunities between policing and government 
officials for coordinating policies, practices and combined operations. Increased informal 
conversations and communications at international and interdepartmental levels and more 
valuable relationships between officers working in the Specialized Units.

• Greater ability to tackle the forgery of art; a complex crime with not only artistic and cultural 
impact, but also the potential to generate huge profits for criminals for little outlay.

• Increased cooperation regarding the falsification of documents regarding import, export, 
provenance and acquisition of cultural objects, which is a challenge faced by customs and 
buyers all over the world.

• Increased ability to prevent and investigate fraud both in the field and on the internet.

• Better analysis of modus operandi of criminal groups involved in art crimes to better 
understand their procedures and techniques.

• Support in creating public policies to raise awareness in the private sector and among the 
general public: for example, units could guide prosecutors in punishing this special crime.

 
The complexity of this crime is extreme and properly tackling the issue requires competency 
that only a specialized unit with highly-trained personnel could achieve.

Founding a “Works of Art” Specialized Unit should not only be considered as an application 
and compliance with international treaties or bilateral agreements: it should be a project 
undertaken by countries all over the world in order to defend and safeguard a nation’s 
history and cultural heritage, its cultural identity and to conserve and preserve them for future 
generations to admire and be inspired by it.

The history of mankind is at stake in this fight against the illicit traffic and forgery of works of 
art worldwide. Every country can and should contribute.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A NATIONAL DATABASE
 

There are many reasons why a national database is essential in tracking and identifying stolen 
works of art.

• Stolen or missed objects can be out of the market for an unpredictable amount of time, 
often years, before reappearing for sale on either the licit or black market. Professional 
criminals often let stolen works “sleep” in the hope that authorities will forget them, or seek 
them less actively than immediately after the disappearance - unless it is very well known.

• A missing work of art may also be acquired immediately by a collector after its theft, but 
can reappear on the market after a long time for a wide range of reasons (death, problems 
with the justice, attempted sale).

• Criminals may also cut and divide one single painting into several smaller works of art to 
avoid investigation and the identification of the stolen item.

• One major challenge when working and operating in an international setting is the 
numerous and different methods of recording thefts and crimes against art implemented by 
each country involved.

Most law enforcement organizations around the world include art crimes and stolen artworks 
as a component of a larger and more generic stolen property database system, rather than one 
specifically designing for categorizing works of art. This makes it harder to apply the notion of 
due diligence from potential buyers.

For these reason, INTERPOL encourages countries to establish a dedicated national database 
managed by a specialized law enforcement unit supported by well-trained officers, and to 
connect this database to INTERPOL’s Stolen Works of Art database.

This way, a stronger global network can be established and countries are better placed to 
implement the international conventions against the illicit trafficking of cultural heritage.  
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NATIONAL EXPERIENCES:  
SPECIALIZED UNITS WITH DIFFERENT STRUCTURES

A specialized unit needs to fit into national structures according to its own 
jurisdiction to allow it to be as effective as possible and this will vary from 
country to country. Here, we highlight the experience of three countries who have 
specialized units implemented in different ways.

In Italy, the Specialized Unit is part of the military police “Carabinieri”, and it 
shares information and intelligence with the NCB Rome, while in Argentina, the 
unit is integrated directly within the NCB Buenos Aires and in the US, the FBI’s Art 
Crime unit operates at the federal level.
 

NATIONAL CASE STUDY – ITALY

ITALIAN SPECIALIZED UNIT: CARABINIERI
  

HISTORY AND STRUCTURE
 
The Carabinieri Headquarters for the Protection of Cultural Heritage (TPC) was created in 
1969, and its role was formally established in 1992 by a ministerial decree and improved by 
presidential decree in 2001.  As with all Carabinieri Corps’ branches, it has a dual role as both 
a police and military agency. Because of its specific competences, it is also an advisory council 
of the Culture Ministry.
 
Specific national legislation identifies the TPC as the focal points for both Italian and foreign 
law enforcement agencies, and international institutions. It operates nationwide in coordination 
with all other territorial and special branches of the Carabinieri Corps, other police forces, and 
the territorial offices of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage activities and Tourism (MiBACT).
 
The TPC comprises a central office with three operational sections (Archaeology, Antique, 
Modern Art and Counterfeiting) and 15 territorial units called Nuclei, which have regional or 
interregional jurisdiction, plus a sub-unit in Sicily.
 
At the international level, the TPC is a liaison point for both INTERPOL and EUROPOL, and 
provides specialized support to peace-keeping operations, such as in Iraq from 2003 to 2006. 
It also offers training for police and customs officers in other countries upon request regarding
the retrieval of national archaeological relics held in museums and private collections abroad.
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Operational Department 
TPC Unit TPC Ancona 

Commander 

Unit TPC Bari 

Unit TPC Bologna Unit TPC Cosenza 

Unit TPC Firenze Unit TPC Genova 

Unit TPC Monza Unit TPC Napoli 

Unit TPC Torino Unit TPC Cagliari 

Sub-Unit  TPC 
Siracusa 

Command Unit 

Antique Section 

Archaeology Section 

Modern Art and 
Counterfeiting Section 

Personnel Section 

Operation and Logistic 
Section 

Data Processing Unit 

Unit TPC Venezia Unit TPC Palermo 

Unit TPC Roma 

Unit TPC Perugia 

      Unit TPC Udine 

Group TPC  Deputy Commander 

Training and Study Section 

Command Office 

The Carabinieri Command for the Protection of Cultural Heritage 

 

An Officer is located, as expert, at the Permanent 
Delegation of Italy to UNESCO in Paris. 

ACTIVITIES
 
• Special investigations aimed at identifying perpetrators of crimes against cultural heritage 

– theft, receiving stolen property, unauthorized archaeological research, counterfeiting and 
forging – and at recovering unlawfully removed goods;

• Monitoring land and marine archaeological sites, as well as areas of scenic interest and 
UNESCO World Heritage sites, using aircraft,  horse-mounted units, patrol boats and scuba 
divers;

• Monitoring commercial activities and fairs/markets where the sale and purchase of cultural 
property occur;

• Checks on security measures in museums, libraries and archives;

• Checks on the catalogues of auction houses and e-commerce sites;

• Management of the database of unlawfully removed cultural assets;

• Providing expert advice to MiBACT and, consequently, to the central and peripheral offices 
of the Ministry;

• Participating in national and international crisis and coordination units for the safety and 
recovery of artworks and cultural property in areas affected by natural disasters.
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THE DATABASE

Since the 1980s, a key tool for the Carabinieri TPC’s investigations has been the “Database of 
illegally removed cultural artefacts”, which contains information on the artefacts to recover, 
of Italian or foreign provenance, and on related criminal events.

The database includes a record of 176,976 events, some 6.2 million objects and more than 
615,220 images.
 

THE TASK FORCE UNITE4HERITAGE
 
The Ministry of Cultural Heritage in collaboration with the Carabinieri TPC recently set up 
a specialized task force ready to deploy at short notice and with the capacity to operate in 
hostile environments. It includes 30 Carabinieri and 30 ministry officials, comprising a team 
leader, a database team, an intervention team and a support and training team.

There are three basic scenarios in which the task force could be deployed: natural disasters, 
peace-keeping missions and pre/post conflict situations. Deployment abroad is subject to a 
technical agreement with UNESCO.

The task force was deployed for the first time in central Italy following earthquakes in 2016 
to recover all the movable cultural Items, catalogue them and store them safely to prevent 
their damage or disappearance. The team recovered more than 9,000 artifacts.

SUCCESSFUL CASE - OPERATION GEMINI

In May 2016, Ukrainian police in Odessa found 17 masterpieces that had been stolen from 
the Castelvecchio Museum in Verona (Italy) in November 2015. Further investigations led 
to the arrest of the gang members who committed the robbery. This was the result of six 
months of investigations between police forces in Italy, Ukraine and Moldova and support 
from INTERPOL, which had recorded the paintings in its stolen works of art database, and 
published six of them in a special poster.

Italy’s Carabinieri rescue works of art  
from a church hit by an earthquake. 

 

WWW.INTERPOL.INT

19 November 2015
Castelvecchio Civic Museum in Verona, Italy 

17 MASTERPIECES WORTH  
EUR 20 MILLION WERE STOLEN 

Italy’s Carabinieri for the Protection of Cultural Heritage  
and the Questura of Verona are leading the investigation. 

If you have any information about the theft or the location  
of these paintings, please contact :

Details and photos of other stolen masterpieces can be found at http://www.interpol.int/News-and-media/News/2015/N2015-205

«Madonna della quaglia» 
Made by Antonio di Puccio named Pisanello

Tempera on board 
Size 54x32 cm

Inventory 164-1B 0090

Saint Girolamo
Made by Jacopo Bellini

Tempera on board 
Size 95x65 cm

Inventory 876-1B0306

«Holy Family with a Saint» 
Made by Andrea Mantegna, 

Tempera on canvas 
Size 76x55,5 cm 

Inventory 855-1B0087

«The banquet of Baltassar»
Made by Jacopo Tintoretto, 

Painting oil on board 
Size 26,5x79 cm

Inventory 264-1B0229

«Portrait of Marco Pasqualigo»
Made by Domenico Tintoretto

Painting oil  on canvas
Size 48x40 cm 

Inventory 6707-1B0158

«The Lady of Licnidi» 
Made by Peter Paul Rubens

painting oil on canvas
Size 76x60 cm 

Inventory 1779-1B0166 

Carabinieri T.P.C.
tel: +39 06 69 20 30 1 
email: tpc@carabinieri.it

INTERPOL General Secretariat
tel: +33 (0) 4 72 44 76 76
email: edps-sc-woa@interpol.int
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OPERATIONAL STRUCTURE

Judicial Deposit

• Investigation of Crimes against 
Artistic and Historical Heritage 
Office (Brigade Staff)

• Investigation of Paleontological 
Crimes Office (Brigade Staff)

• Archeological Crimes Office 
(Brigade Staff) 

• Judicial Police Office

• National Database  
of Stolen Cultural Property 

• Technical Analysis

• Treatment of Cultural Property  
and Works of Art from the  
Argentine Federal Police

• Archive

Division PROTECTION  
OF CULTURAL PROPERTY

Section INVESTIGATION  
OF CULTURAL CRIMES

Department for the PROTECTION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE

General Directorate of INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

CASE STUDY – ARGENTINA

NATIONAL CENTRE FOR THE PROTECTION OF CULTURAL 
HERITAGE
 

 

 

 

 

HISTORY AND STRUCTURE

In 1994, the national constitution was amended to include laws to protect cultural heritage in 
Argentina, but it was only in 2002 that the Argentine Federal Police created a National Centre 
for the Protection of Cultural Heritage.

The Section successfully solved several complex investigations with arrests, seizures of stolen 
items, and return of items to their legitimate owners.  Officers also raised awareness of the subject 
through organizing and participating in training events, working group meetings and symposiums.

In view of this, the section was upgraded in 2015 to become the Department for the Protection 
of Cultural Heritage, with two subordinate units: the Division for the Protection of Cultural 
Property, and the Section for the Investigation of Cultural Crimes.
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NATIONAL DATABASE OF STOLEN CULTURAL PROPERTY

Together with the National Ministry of Culture and the International Council of Museums 
(ICOM), the Argentine Federal Police developed a national database of stolen cultural property 
items.  There are currently more than 4,500 objects in the database.

The database has one special feature in that is an interactive and publicly available source; 
anyone may consult the database through the website www.interpol.gov.ar, by selecting the 
option «Protección del Patrimonio Cultural» (Protection of Cultural Heritage).

 
ACTIVITIES

To date, the Argentine specialized police have been able to restore more than 10,800 cultural 
objects, of which some 4,288 are works of art, 4,865 archaeological items and 1,271 are 
paleontological items, which have been returned to their legitimate owners. In addition, four 
tons of paleontology fossils have been repatriated, becoming the largest repatriation of fossils 
around the globe.
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SUCCESSFUL CASE
 
RESTITUTION OF 5 PAINTINGS STOLEN FROM AN ART GALLERY
 
In November 2015, court authorities contacted the department to investigate a violent robbery 
in an art gallery called Rubbers, in the Recoleta neighbourhood of Buenos Aires.
 
The perpetrator, a young male, held a member of the gallery staff at gunpoint before stealing 
five paintings by well-known Argentine artist Luis Felipe Noe, which were being exhibited for 
sale.
 
Police from the Department for the Protection of Cultural Heritage asked judicial authorities to 
immediately issue a document requesting the national and international seizure of the works of 
art, in order to prevent their sale or illegal exportation, and then asked the INTERPOL General 
Secretariat to publish and request the seizure of the said works of art, as well as including them 
in the national database.
 
Investigators were able to identify a suspect by looking at video footage from the gallery and 
analyzing telephone call numbers. The five paintings were found in the truck of an accomplice, 
wrapped in nylon. After verification to comply with legal requirements, they were returned to 
their rightful owner.
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Special Agents on Art Crime Team assigned to field offices throughout the US

Art Crime Team, HQ Washington D.C.

Art Theft Program

Criminal Investigation Division

Criminal, Cyber, Response, and Services Branch

Federal Bureau of Investigation

US Department of Justice

CASE STUDY: USA

FBI ART CRIME TEAM AND NATIONAL STOLEN ART FILE 

HISTORY AND STRUCTURE

The FBI established a rapid deployment Art Crime Team in 2004 in the aftermath of the looting 
of the National Museum of Iraq in Baghdad.  Originally eight members, the team has grown to 
22 special agents, each responsible for addressing art and cultural property crime cases in an 
assigned geographic region.  

Several agents on the team investigate art crime matters full-time, the majority of the team 
participates as a collateral duty; working art crime investigations in addition to their regularly 
assigned cases.

The programme is managed by the Criminal Investigative Division at FBI Headquarters in 
Washington, DC.  A full-time supervisory special agent manages the programme and a subject 
matter expert supports the team through analysis and training, and manages the National 
Stolen Art File.  The Department of Justice provides prosecutorial support through the Office 
of Human Rights and Special Prosecutions.  The Department of Justice also provides online 
training in prosecuting cultural property cases.  
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ACTIVITIES

Responsibilities of the team include:

• conducting cultural property crime investigations in their field office area of responsibility;

• providing guidance to investigators in other field offices;

• engaging with local institutions, collectors, and academics;

• providing liaison with other government and local law enforcement agencies;

• participating in training at the national and international level.  

Since its creation, the Art Crime Team has recovered more than 14,850 items valued at over 
165 million dollars.
The FBI Art Crime Team facilitates communication and coordination in cultural property 
investigations nationally and internationally.  The team has trained undercover agents, a 
forensic anthropologist and investigators with many years of cultural property investigations 
to their credit.  

DATABASE

The FBI is responsible for the National Stolen Art File (NSAF), a database of information 
related to thefts of cultural property in the US and overseas.  Begun in 1979, the database was 
upgraded and expanded in 1998 to incorporate investigative information, including modus 
operandi, prosecution information, and suspect descriptions with images.  

The NSAF is used by local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies to report stolen 
cultural property and to identify recovered art and artifacts. Over 600 stolen objects have been 
recovered since the inception of the NSAF, and over 8,000 remain in the file. The NSAF has been 
available for public access online at FBI.gov since 2011, and public access has significantly 
increased the rate of recovery.

19

CREATING A NATIONAL CULTURAL HERITAGE UNIT



SUCCESSFUL CASE:

The Art Crime Team assisted in the recovery of the “Odalisque in Red Pants” by Henri Matisse, 
stolen from the Caracas Museum of Contemporary Art in Venezuela in 2002.  
Between December 2011 and July 2012, undercover Art Crime Team agents posing as buyers 
met with Pedro Marcuello, who agreed to sell them the stolen painting for 740,000 dollars, and 
to transport it to the US from Mexico, where it was being stored.

Marcuello and his courier, co-conspirator Maria Ornelas, were arrested when the painting was 
handed over in July 2012, and jailed after pleading guilty the same year.  

 

Image of Paracas textile stolen from the National Museum  
of Archaeology, Anthropology and History of Peru, Lima.  

Recovered by the Art Crime Team and returned to Peru in 2013
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INTERPOL’S CAPABILITIES TO SUPPORT SPECIALIZED UNITS 
ON WORKS OF ART
 
GLOBAL TOOLS AND SERVICES

INTERPOL provides a number of tools that facilitate the global exchange of information on 
criminal activities involving works of art, the details of the artworks and the criminals involved.

We serve as a central repository for this data, providing analysis to identify emerging trends 
in art thefts such as the proliferation of counterfeit, faked or forged works, or the use of the 
Internet for selling works of dubious background.

 
INTERPOL STOLEN WORKS OF ART DATABASE

The Stolen Works of Art database, created in 1995, is the most important tool available at 
the international level to combat the illicit trade in cultural property. It centralizes information 
gathered by national law enforcement agencies and circulates this information globally. 

The database contains more than 50,000 items submitted by 134 countries, with some 60,000 
searches being made every year. The Object ID feature uses an international standard for 
describing cultural objects in simple, non-technical vocabulary which can be understood by 
specialists and non-specialists alike.

However, one of the most important aspects of fighting the illicit traffic in cultural heritage is 
the commitment of countries to use the database regularly to enter and delete data, and search 
for cultural items, and there is scope for improvement here. Since 2018, specialized officers 
have been able to directly enter, modify and delete data relating to cases in their respective 
countries – greatly simplifying the process of disseminating information worldwide. The system 
would also be more efficient if national governments created databases linked to INTERPOL’s.

categories 
of objects 

are itemized

25

Have access
to the database

Art Dealers

Museums Universities

Police Auction 
houses Journalists

Number of
searches per year

59,000

Countries  
contribute to the database

134

Works of art are 
recorded in the database

50,000
More than

General public

UN Security Council 
Resolution 2347/2017, 
calls upon all member 
states to use and 

contribute to the INTERPOL 
Database of Stolen works of art.
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PSYCHE
(PROTECTION SYSTEM FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE)

Project Psyche, completed in 2018, was aimed at modernizing INTERPOL’s Stolen Works of 
Art database to make it more useful to member countries and, at the same time, increase the 
volume of information available about stolen items.

Previously, the database was updated manually by the General Secretariat with the information 
sent by member countries; a data compiler entered the item(s) in the database after checking 
that the photo and the description complied with the minimum requirements.

By radically transforming the process of recording information, the new version of the database 
allows for faster dissemination of information on stolen works of art worldwide. Project Psyche 
upgraded the database to allow member countries to independently enter, modify and delete 
information on works of art stolen in their respective countries, and to perform searches more 
efficiently by means of image search technology.

By increasing the exchange of information on stolen works of art between member countries, 
the upgraded version of the database makes it easier to search for stolen cultural property and 
increases the opportunity to recover stolen items.

Psyche was supported by 15 European countries and led by the Italian Carabinieri for the 
Protection of Cultural Heritage through the Italian NCB in Rome.

 

PUBLIC ALERTS

The INTERPOL website can be used to highlight a public appeal to help locate or gather 
information about certain stolen works of art.

UNCLAIMED ITEMS

Unknown items seized by police are listed on our website to help identify their legitimate 
owners.
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CONFERENCES

International and regional conferences can be organized to bring together experts in the field. 
These meetings provide a valuable opportunity to share knowledge and best practice and to 
combine strengths against the illicit traffic in cultural objects.

POSTERS 

Every June and December, INTERPOL publishes a poster highlighting the six most wanted works 
of art, highlighting a range of type, age or country of original, to raise public awareness of the 
dimension of crimes related to cultural property.

Special posters can be made to highlight a specific theft, such as significant looting from 
the Mosul Museum in Iraq and the Artaban tomb in Syria, where cultural items of invaluable 
cultural heritage were stolen between 2014 and 2015.

The first poster was issued in 1972. Its valued is demonstrated by the fact that 20 per cent of 
the 300 items that have appeared on posters since 1995 when the database was created have 
been recovered.

8TH WORKING MEETING ON  
THE ILLICIT TRAFFICKING IN  

CULTURAL PROPERTY STOLEN IN 
CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE

WWW.INTERPOL.INT

ST PETERSBURG, RUSSIA
14-16 NOVEMBER 2016

 

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTED

WANTED WANTED WANTEDWWW.INTERPOL.INT Authorized database users can view other objects stolen from the Mosul Museum, under folder reference 2016/17962 

Pair of winged bulls
Blue marble

Marble tombstone
611 of Hegira 
78 x 41 cm

Marble relief of a lion
With cuneiform writing

Teak chest
 637 of Hegira

With names of twelve imams and Koran verses

Limestone male face
70 x 50 cm

Marble bench 
With Aramaic writing

MOSUL MUSEUM, IRAQ

94 OBJECTS OF INVALUABLE 
CULTURAL HERITAGE 

WERE STOLEN IN 2015

Objects featured in the INTERPOL database of stolen art.
In the event of discovery or information about these objects, please: 

Contact the police

or

INTERPOL Bureau in 
Baghdad, Iraq 
tel: +964 153 83711 
email: baghdadinterpol@moi.gov.iq

INTERPOL General Secretariat
(Lyon, France)
tel: +33 (0) 4 72 44 76 76
email: edps-sc-woa@interpol.int

   

LES ŒUVRES D’ART 
LES PLUS RECHERCHÉES

THE MOST WANTED 
WORKS OF ART

N°46 (b) 
Décembre / December 2016

WWW.INTERPOL.INT

PENDENTIF / PENDANT

 Vol/Theft:  May 2015 
  (Musée/Museum)
 Dossier/File: 2016/59413
 BCN/NCB:  DAMAS / DAMASCUS

CROIX / CROSS

          Dimensions:  7 x 1.4 cm
 Vol/Theft:  5 Sep. 2016 
  (Musée/Museum)
 Dossier/File: 2016/63246
 BCN/NCB:  BRUXELLES / BRUSSELS

STATUE

 Dimensions: 90 x 46 x 17 cm
 Vol/Theft:  6-7 Jul. 2016 
  (Temple)
 Dossier/File: 2016/50694
 BCN/NCB:  NEW DELHI

COUPE / BOWL

 Diam.:  11 cm
 Vol/Theft:  26 Aug.-7 Oct. 2016 
  (Antiquaire/Art Dealer)
 Dossier/File:  2016/66512
 BCN/NCB:  LA HAYE / THE HAGUE

BAGUE / RING

 Diam.:  1.9 cm – 17.49 g
 Vol/Theft:  26 Nov. 2016 
  (Musée/Museum)
 Dossier/File:  2016/83169
 BCN/NCB:  BRATISLAVA

EPEE / SWORD

 Dimensions: 86.5 x 3.1 cm
 Vol/Theft:  3 Aug. 2016 
  (Musée/Museum)
 Dossier/File: 2016/52859
 BCN/NCB:  SANTIAGO

Objets représentés dans la base de données d’INTERPOL. 
En cas de découverte ou de renseignement concernant ces objets, 
prière d’aviser les services de police de votre pays, ou INTERPOL

Objects featured in the INTERPOL database.
 In the event of discovery or information about these objects, 

please inform the police of your country, or INTERPOL

 

LES ŒUVRES D’ART 
LES PLUS RECHERCHÉES

THE MOST WANTED 
WORKS OF ART

N°46 (a) 
Juin / June 2016

WWW.INTERPOL.INT

VASE (QIRU)

         Dimensions:   22 x 15 cm 
           Vol/Theft:  28 Aug. 2015
  (Musée/Museum)
 Dossier/File:  2016/24766
 B.C.N./NCB:  LIMA

TABLEAU / PAINTING

          Dimensions:   50 x 37 cm
            Vol/Theft:   24 Apr. 2016
   (Eglise / Church)
     Dossier/File:   2016/30208
 B.C.N./NCB:   SAN MARINO

TABLEAU / PAINTING

         Dimensions:   43 x 26 cm 
             Par/By :   Boris Kustodieff
           Vol/Theft:  28 Nov. 2015 
                             (Salle de ventes / Salesroom)
 Dossier/File:  2015/81819
 B.C.N./NCB:  STOCKHOLM

STATUETTE

                Vol/Theft:    Circa Sept. 2015
                                 (Musée / Museum)
            Dossier/File:    2015/81480
           B.C.N./NCB:  YEREVAN

SCULPTURE

        Dimensions:   18 x 9 cm 
          Vol/Theft:     3 Mar. 2016
                             (Particulier / Private residence)
        Dossier/File:   2016/20665
      B.C.N./NCB:   WASHINGTON

TABLEAU / PAINTING

         Dimensions:  140 x 90 cm 
              Par/By:  Ferdinand Bol
 Vol/Theft:  13-14 May 2016 
  (Particulier / Private residence)
 Dossier/File:   2016/42304
 B.C.N./NCB:  WIESBADEN

Objets représentés dans la base de données d’INTERPOL. 
En cas de découverte ou de renseignement concernant ces objets, 
prière d’aviser les services de police de votre pays, ou INTERPOL

Objects featured in the INTERPOL database.
 In the event of discovery or information about these objects, 

please inform the police of your country, or INTERPOL

WWW.INTERPOL.INT
Objects featured in the INTERPOL database of stolen art, ref.  2017/917.

Bust of a priest
51 x 43 x 18 cm

Young man

Bust of a priest
50 x 42 x 15 cm

Woman with veil

Woman with child
55 x 44 x 23 cm

Young man with smaller figure Woman blessing
55 x 44 x 18 cm

PALMYRA, SYRIA
22 FUNERARY LIMESTONE RELIEF BUSTS  

OF INVALUABLE CULTURAL HERITAGE
WERE STOLEN FROM THE ARTABAN TOMB, 

BETWEEN 2014 AND 2015

If you have any information about the theft or current location  
of these objects, please contact :

INTERPOL General Secretariat
(Lyon, France)

Tel:  + (33) 4 72 44 76 76
Email: woa@interpol.int

(Special Poster – Mosul Museum - Iraq)

(Last Bi-annual Posters of the Most Wanted Works of Art 2016)

(Special Poster – Artaban Tomb -Syria)
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(First Poster - June 1972)
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PURPLE NOTICES

INTERPOL issues Purple Notices to all member countries to warn about modus operandi, 
objects and concealment methods used by criminals and to request information about offences 
to assist in investigations and prosecutions. They can be specifically used for art and cultural 
heritage crime.

INDIVIDUAL SUPPORT

We offer targeted support to member countries to help them protect their cultural heritage. For 
example, we can send assessment missions to countries facing critical situations and natural 
disasters to review the situation and provide expertise, as was done for Iraq in 2003 and in 
Egypt in 2011. This can include helping countries to make inventories through photos and the 
creation of IDs for the WOA database.

EXPERTS GROUP

A multidisciplinary experts group on stolen cultural property is coordinated annually to make 
recommendations for preventing the illicit trade of cultural objects. It serves as an advisory body 
for the Organization.  
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OPERATION PANDORA

International action against the illicit trafficking of cultural property

Operation Pandora took place in October and November 2016 and brought together 18 
European national law enforcement agencies and INTERPOL, EUROPOL, WCO and UNESCO.

It focused on cultural spoliation (underwater and land), illicit trafficking of cultural goods 
(with special focus on conflict countries) and cultural theft in order to improve the profiling of 
criminal groups working in this field and identify possible links between criminal groups and 
other crime areas.

Official checked 48,588 people, 29,340 vehicles and 50 ships, in actions carried out in 
coordination with other administrations such as customs, ministries of culture and the church.

As a result, a total of 3561 works of art and cultural goods were seized: almost half of them 
were archeological objects. Police arrested 75 people and opened 92 new investigations.  

Hundreds of coins were included in the haul
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PARTNERSHIPS

The illicit trafficking of works of art cannot be detected or prevented without the close 
cooperation of law enforcement agencies, customs and the art industry worldwide.
INTERPOL maintains active collaboration with other international organizations and agencies 
including UNESCO, the International Council of Museums (ICOM) and the World Customs 
Organization (WCO), UNIDROIT, the United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 
The International Centre for Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property 
(ICCROM), EUROPOL and The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE).

We work with our partners to hold joint training sessions, conferences and workshops to share 
knowledge and the best practices. Data on stolen cultural items compiled by our partners – 
especially UNESCO – is added into our database, and/or disseminated to our member countries, 
including related information such as lists of cultural experts or of “at risk” objects.
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CONCLUSION

 
The advantages of a national specialized unit are highlighted in this document, but in addition 
there are other benefits.  

A specialized unit would be able to advise other national law enforcement agencies (such 
as customs), or art-related specialists such as auction houses, galleries and museums. This 
strengthens the national and international network.

Countries need a strong legal framework to protect cultural heritage. A dedicated team can 
help a country to fulfil its obligations regarding international conventions related to cultural 
property, and assist legislative authorities in the creation of national laws.

Raising awareness of this type of crime is essential in the fight against it; this ranges from 
museums and auction houses to judicial authorities and the public (potential owners). 
Conferences and workshops are an excellent way of networking and sharing information about 
these crimes – as an organizer or a participant.

Countries are encourage to create a national database of stolen works of art and connect it to 
INTERPOL’s stolen works of art database to further improve their efficiency.

As well as protecting national cultural heritage, having a national unit also shows respect for 
that of other countries through a reciprocal relationship.

Finally, a unit will help preserve the past, enjoy the present and protect the future. The protection 
of cultural heritage cannot wait!

For additional information or support on establishing a national specialized unit, or for 
any matter related to cultural property crime, please contact the Works of Art Unit at the 
INTERPOL General Secretariat.

Email: woa@interpol.int

Tel: +33 (0) 472447676
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ANNEX:
LIST OF MAIN DOCUMENTS ON CULTURAL HERITAGE 
PROTECTION

TREATIES AND DECLARATIONS

• 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed 
Conflict with Regulations for the Execution of the Convention

• 1954 First Protocol to the Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 
Event of Armed Conflict

• 1970 UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, 
Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property;

• 1972 UNESCO Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage

• 1995 UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects

• 1999 Second Protocol to the Hague Convention of 1954 for the Protection of Cultural 
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict

• 1999 International Convention for Suppression of Financing Terrorism

• 2000 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime

• 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage

• 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage

• 2003 UN Convention against Corruption

• 2005 UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural 
Expressions

• 2001 Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity and the Action plan for its implementation, 
Adopted by the General Conference of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization at its thirty-first session

• 2003 UNESCO Declaration concerning the Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage

• 2015 Bonn Declaration on World Heritage, 39th UNESCO World Heritage Committee

• 2015 Declaration on Culture as an Instrument of Dialogue among Peoples, EXPO, Milano, 
International Conference of the Ministers of Culture

• 2015, Statement of the 3rd Meeting of States Parties to the UNESCO 1970 Convention, 
“Stop Illicit Trafficking of Cultural Property”
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UN BODIES’ RESOLUTIONS
 
UN General Assembly
• 2012, Resolution 66/180 “Strengthening crime prevention and criminal justice responses to 
protect cultural property, especially with regard to its trafficking”
• 2013, Resolution 68/186 “Strengthening crime prevention and criminal justice responses to 
protect cultural property, especially with regard to its trafficking”
• 2014, Resolution 69/196 “International Guidelines for Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice 
Responses with Respect to Trafficking in Cultural Property and Other Related Offences”
• 2015, Resolution 69/281 “Saving the cultural heritage of Iraq”
• 2015, Resolution 70/76 “Return or restitution of cultural property to the countries of origin” 
(latest on the matter)
• 2015, Resolution 70/178 “Strengthening the United Nations crime prevention and criminal 
justice programme, in particular its technical cooperation capacity”

UN Security Council
• 2003, Resolution 1483, “Situation between Iraq and Kuwait, Threats to international peace 
and security caused by terrorist acts”
• 2012, Resolution 2056, “Peace and security in Africa”
• 2013, Resolution 2100, “The situation in
Mali”
• 2015, Resolution 2199, “Threats to international peace and security caused by terrorist acts”
• 2015, Resolution 2253, “Suppressing Financing of Terrorism”
 
Economic and Social Council
• 2004, Resolution 2004/34, “Protection against trafficking in cultural property”
• 2008, Resolution 2008/23, “Protection against trafficking in cultural property”
• 2010, Resolution 2010/19, “Crime prevention and criminal justice responses to protect 
cultural property, especially with regard to its trafficking”
 

UNESCO BODIES’ DECISIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
• 2015 Recommendation concerning the preservation of, and access to, documentary heritage 
including in digital form
• 1962, Recommendation concerning the Safeguarding of Beauty and Character of Landscapes 
and Sites
• 1964, Recommendation on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Export, Import 
and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property 19 November
• 1972, Recommendation concerning the Protection, at National Level, of the Cultural and 
Natural Heritage
• 2011, Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape, including a glossary of definitions, 
10 November
• 2015, Strategy for the Reinforcement of UNESCO’s Actions for the Protection of Culture and 
the Promotion of Cultural Pluralism in the Event of Armed Conflict
• 2015, Resolution 3.MSP 11, “Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 1970 
Convention”
• 2015, Resolution 3.MSP 9, “Emergency Actions”
• 2015, Recommendation concerning the protection and promotion of museums and 
collections, their diversity and their role in
Society
• 2015, Recommendation concerning the preservation of, and access to, documentary heritage 
including in digital form
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