
Calls for emergency protection 
to save Iraq's treasures
O n 7 March the International Com m ittee of the Blue 

Shield issued a statement urging the governments 
concerned to do all they could to avoid damage to 

and destruction of cultural property during war in Iraq. Yet on 
13 April news broke of widespread looting in Baghdad. W hat 
wasn't stolen from the National Museum of Antiquities collec­
tion was extensively damaged. Then the National Library and 
Archives and the library of Korans at the Ministry of Religious 
Endowment were set alight.

Paul McGeough writing in the Sydney Morning Herald de­
scribed it as a 'cultural catastrophe'. Robert Fisk, in his article 
in The Independent (15 April) said it was the 'final chapter 
in the sacking of Baghdad'. And M artin Sullivan, the head of 
the United States presidential cultural advisory committee has 
resigned in protest at the failure of the coalition forces to pre­
vent the widespread devistation. How, and why it was allowed  
to happen we w ill probably never know. But what now?

The International Committee of the Blue Shield, represent­
ing N G O s in the fields of archives, libraries, monuments and 
sites, and museums urges all parties concerned to do every­
thing in their power to prevent further losses.

Aghast at reports of widespread looting of archives, librar­
ies and museums and the destruction of precious artefacts 
and documents, the com m ittee's president, Ross Shimmon  
said: 'The destruction of so many priceless records of the past
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represents an irreplaceable loss, not only to Iraq, but to the 
memory of the world.'

U N ESC O  called an emergency meeting on 17 April in 
Paris to discuss what can be done. Some thirty attended the 
meeting, and issued the fo llow ing statement:

The meeting deplores and is deeply shocked by the 
extensive damage to, and looting o f the cultural herit­
age o f Iraq caused by the recent conflict. It calls on 
the coalition forces to observe the principles o f the 
1954 Hague Convention for the Protection o f Cultural 
Property in the Event o f Arm ed Conflict and its two 
Protocols.

The meeting agreed on the following recommenda­
tions to those responsible for civil order in Iraq:

1 That all museums, libraries, archives, monuments 
and sites in Iraq be guarded and secured immedi­
ately by the forces in place.

2 That an immediate prohibition be placed on the ex­
port o f all antiques, antiquities, works o f art, books 
and archives from Iraq.

3 That an immediate ban be placed on the interna­
tional trade in objects o f Iraqi cultural heritage.

4 That a call be made for the voluntary and immediate 
return o f cultural objects stolen or illicitly exported 
from Iraq.

5 That there be an immediate fact-finding mission 
under UNESCO co-ordination to assess the extent 
o f damage and loss to cultural property in Iraq.

6 That there be the facilitation o f international efforts 
in assisting cultural institutions in Iraq.

Director general of UNESCO, M r Kochiro Matsuura said: 
'Libraries and archives must be protected as essential parts of 
the rich heritage of Iraq ... all measures [must] be taken to 
ensure the protection and surveillance of Iraqi cultural herit­
age and effectively fight against illicit trafficking'.

The International Committee of the Blue Shield has called 
upon the coalition forces and other parties concerned to do 
everything they can to protect cultural institutions, their col­
lections and the heritage professionals charged with their care. 
The committee also welcom e initiatives by religious and other 
local authorities to urge the return of looted items and to pro­
vide temporary safe havens for them.
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8 £  f t  C O  / /< ' May 2003

http://www.ifla.orgA/l/4/admin/
http://portal.unesco.org/

