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Sea is the largest 
museum in the world  

(Salomon Reinach 1928).  

© D. Frka/UNESCO 



 
 
 
 
It is estimated that some three million 

ancient shipwrecks and sunken cities lie on the 
sea and ocean floor.  

 
Shipwrecks constitute the largest group of 

cultural finds under water.  



WHAT ARE THE FACTORS  
 

AFFECTING  
THE SURVIVAL OF UCH? 



 
1. DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

MARITIME INDUSTRY 

     On -and offshore  On Continental 
shelf 

Port development; 
Breakwaters, lighthouses, 
bridges, tunnels 
construction; 
Offshore wind farms; 
Coastal shipping channels; 
Urbanisation. 

Mineral resource extraction; 
Oil, pipelines and power lines 
constructions; 



The coastal areas are coastal developments 
 and waterfront constructions arena  



The impact wind farm projects 
 have and may have on the  
submerged heritage in the North Sea. 



Oil and gas drilling 
operations on 
archaeological sites  
have major impact 
on archaeological 
heritage.  
 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_fylFImMOUeM/SBgF3ryQ3LI/AAAAAAAAKdI/yHHrNr9LD_k/s1600-h/Sedco+A.JPG


Within 20 miles of the well, there are several significant shipwrecks —
discovered by oil companies' underwater robots working the depths — 
and oil is most likely beginning to cascade on them. 

 USA. TIMBALIER ISLANDS, 
 Not just flora and fauna are       
getting caked in oil.  

The Gulf of Mexico's is lined with 
wooden shipwrecks. 



2. ARCHAEOLOGISTS  AND  
PUBLIC  ATTITUDES  
TOWARDS  THE   UCH 



Approaches to heritage have changed over the past 50 to 
60 years, since the first operation of scientific interest in 
underwater heritage. In the first pioneering years, the 
emphasis was given to excavation, exploring and 
exploiting the newly available heritage resources for 
research or other purposes on either the coast of Libya 
or Turkey, in the Swiss or the Mexican inland water, in 
the Caribbean or the Indian Ocean, the Baltic or the 
Adriatic.  
Since the 1970s a slow process of finding common 
ground and guidance on how to best manage UCH for 
the benefit of humankind has been developed by the 
Council of Europe guidance, the 1996 ICOMOS Charter, 
and the UNESCO 2001 Convention.  
Thijs Maarleveld,  Underwater cultural heritage under pressure. 
ICOMOS-ICUCH and University of Southern Denmark 
 



© UNESCO/A. Vanzo 
Wreck in the Golf of Sagone, France. 

© UNESCO/E. Trainito, 
 Pollockshields Wreck, Bermudas 

Several shipwrecks had been found in the 
framework of the coastal developments 
projects and fishing. 
Not a few of them are the objects of 
‘commercial excavation’, or  ‘looting’. 

Pillaging was singled out  
as a main issue threatening  
Underwater Cultural Heritage.  



SITUATION IN THE WORLD  

AFRICA 
In Angola, as in some developing countries, the 
recent armed conflict delayed the scientific inquiry, 
it propitiated the sprouting of hunting-treasures and 
the disrespect for the collective memory, or, in other 
words, of the underwater cultural heritage.  
 
„The watters of  Nigeria, Togo, Senegal are  totally 
looted.“ 
Agustus Babajide Ajibola – STAB member.  Nigeria. 
 

After UNESCO Statistical Data on the Looting and Commercial 
Exploitation of Submerged Archaeological Sites the Looting is a 

common appearance in the World. 



  
In China  
 
13 underwater archaeological sites from the 10 century 
to the 19 century in the South China Sea were looted 
before the official excavation. 
 

China’s underwater relics attract a growing number 
of fishermen to dive for porcelain, ivory and other 
artefacts 



Named the Nan'ao Number One, the wreck about 1620 lies along a 
stretch of ocean that Chinese historians regard as the country's 
"Marine Silk Road."  
 

They remain on 
guard even beyond 
the excavation 
season because the 
risk of looting by 
local fishermen is 
high.  

Cui Yong 



Indonesia.“Cirebon wreck”.  Probably Chinese or Arabic vessel 10th-century  
(Found  in 2004-2005). Salvaged by an Indonesian commercial company and a 
Belgian Company. 
  ROMEO GACAD / AFP 

Contains about 250,000 precious objects, including crystal, pearls and 
gold. 

Ancient treasure worth an estimated $80 million dollars.  



Indonesia.  
Batu Hitam /Belitung wreck or Tang Cargo 

Cargo: porcelain ceramic wine jugs, and tea bowls, 
embossed golden and silver chalices and plates. 

 32 Mio USD. 



 
The artefacts were auctioned at Christies in Amsterdam in 1995.  

Worth 3,2 million. 

Malaysia.  
The “Diana” commercial excavation. 
 
British East India  
Company vessel.  
Date of submersion 
  1817. 
 
Fine Porcelain from 
 Qing Dynasty 
 on board  
of the British Ship 



USA 
Treasure salvors have found refuge in the federal 
admiralty courts, which usually have held that salvage 
is necessary in order to protect the shipwreck from a 
marine peril. 
On the other hand, archaeologists argue that the 
application of salvage law to  the  UCH must be 
stopped beccause salvage for commercial purposes 
destroys the UCH. 
 
The central premise of salvage law – that historic 
shipwrecks are in marine peril and need to be rescued 
– is in direct conflict with the numerous benefits to be 
gained through in situ preservation. 
Ole Varmer. 1999. 
 



 
OTHER FACTORS LEADING TO  REDUCED 
TO UNDERWATER CULTURAL HERITAGE 

 
Illegal destruction of underwater 
cultural monuments; 
Military underwater polygons and 
military objects creation; 
Military actions; 
Unregulated underwater tourism 



1. LEGAL PROTECTION of the UCH  
 
UN CONVENTION ON THE LAW OF THE SEA 1982. 
 
Art. 149: makes provision for archaeological and historical 
objects found in the deep seabed Area. 
Art. 303: Affords the coastal State the right to regulate the 
removal of UCH located in the contiguous zone (12-24 nm). 
Impose a general duty on States to protect UCH in all sea areas 
and to cooperate for that purpose.  
 
Concluding remarks 
 
International legal position in respect of regulating activities 
„incidentally affecting“ UCH is complex and uncertain. 
 
Sarah Dromgoole. University of Nottingham 
 



The most of National legislations include the particles 
related with UCH protection.  

 
UK has High Level Marine Objectives (2009), e.g. 

„Management for the coastal zone will support sustainable 
development and the cultural heritage of coastal areas.“ 

Denmark   has Consolidated Act  on Museums (2006) with 
articles related to UCH. 

 
Legal protection is insufficient sometimes. Legal as well as 

operational protection is needed.  
The States of Asia and Latin‐America despite legal protection 

have the real difficulties of protection of the underwater heritage. 
 
The French authorities are firmly committed to prevent any 

further cases of looting and to fight the destruction of heritage. 
France’s recent ratification of the 2001 Convention has 
strengthened the legal position in this regard.  

 



UNESCO’s core 
cultural conventions 
cover key aspects of 
the shared UCH. 



 
The 42 States are ratified the 2001 UNESCO 

Convention for the Protection of the Underwater Cultural 
Heritage.  

 
Groupe I:  France, Italie, Portugal, Espagne 
 
Groupe II:  Albanie, Bosnie Herzégovine, Bulgarie, Croatie, Lituanie, 
Monténégro, Roumanie, Slovaquie, Slovénie, Ukraine 
 
Groupe III:  Argentine, Barbade, Cuba, Equateur, Grenada, Jamaïque, 
Haïti, Honduras, Mexique, Panama, Paraguay, Sainte Lucie, Saint Kitts 
et Nevis, Saint Vincent et les Grenadines, Trinidad et Tobago 
 
Groupe IV:  Cambodge, Iran (République Islamique de) 
Groupe V (a): République Démocratique du Congo, Gabon, Nigeria, 
Benin, Namibie 
Groupe V (b): Jordanie, Lebanon, Libye, Maroc, Palestine, Tunisie 
  



 
Why do not all countries sign the 

Convention? 
 
• Sometimes the Convention conflicts 

with state law. 
 
• In many countries, its application is 

mainly a  problem of  financial, 
technical and human means...  

UNESCO Convention for the Protection of the Underwater 
Cultural Heritage.  



 
FORMAL REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON 
SALVAGE 
 
The Fall meeting of the Salvage Committee of the Maritime Law 
Association was held on October 17, 2001 from 11:00 AM to 
12:00 PM at the Hotel del Coronado in Coronado, California.  
 
 
„It is still not clear whether the United States 
will accede to this Convention and sign it.  
 
The Salvage Committee will continue to 
monitor developments, as there is no doubt 
that the Convention would seriously limit and 
perhaps effectively eliminate any salvage of 
historic shipwrecks.“ 
 

ATTITUDE of  U.S. 



On the first of December 2010  a memorandum of 
understanding was signed between the Spanish 
government and the  U.S.  National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). 

This agreement is  an important  step 
forward in the preservation of Spanish 

shipwrecks in the U.S. 

2. AGREEMENTS BETWEEN THE PARTIES 



This painting shows the „Nuestra Senora de las Mercedes“ being 
sunk by the Royal Navy as it makes it way back from South 
America in 1804 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuestra_Se%C3%B1ora_de_las_Mercedes 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuestra_Se%C3%B1ora_de_las_Mercedes


$500M shipwreck 
treasure ordered b  
to Spain 

Seventeen short tons (15 t) of gold and silver co  
recovered from sunken galleon the Nuestra Sen   

  h d  i  i  (  
   ure of La Mercedes 

 



The ICOMOS International Committee on the 
Underwater Cultural Heritage (ICUCH) 
  
Proceed important job for UCH protection as an 
active independent observer 
 (World Heritage List, work on the Operational Guidelines for 
the Convention  UNESCO). 
 
ICUCH was founded in 1991 by ICOMOS Australia to 
promote international cooperation in the protection and 
management of underwater cultural heritage and to 
advise the International Council on Monuments and 
Sites  (ICOMOS) on issues related to underwater 
cultural heritage around the world. 

3. NGO‘s  for protection of UCH 



Very positive are the new UNESCO Networks for 
Underwater Archaeology (like UNITWIN), which aims to build 
and increase capacity through international cooperation by 
formally connecting universities working in the field of 
underwater archaeology.  

 
It shall bring together universities teaching underwater 

archaeology and increase their cooperation. 
 
 
 

The Universities that are part of the UNITWIN Network are: 
 
Selçuk University, Antalya, Turkey 
South Denmark University, Denmark 
University of Alexandria, Alexandria, Egypt 
University of Southampton, Southampton, United Kingdom 
Flinders University, Adelaide, Australia 

NGO‘s  for protection of UCH 

http://www.selcuk.edu.tr/english1/index.htm
http://www.maritimearchaeology.dk/
http://www.foa.edu.eg/cma
http://cma.soton.ac.uk/
http://www.flinders.edu.au/ehl/archaeology/postgrad-programs/by-coursework/in-maritime-archaeology.cfm
http://www.flinders.edu.au/ehl/archaeology/postgrad-programs/by-coursework/in-maritime-archaeology.cfm
http://www.flinders.edu.au/ehl/archaeology/postgrad-programs/by-coursework/in-maritime-archaeology.cfm


The Scientific and Technical Advisory Body to the 2001 UNESCO Convention 
(Paris, 30.05.2013): 
 
...the community benefit of underwater cultural heritage as well as its  
protection could possibly be increased by raising the cooperation of 
authorities and scientists with the public, and by fostering site access 
and site awareness.  

COOPERATION with NGO 

ACUA   Advisory Council on Underwater Archaeology 
AIMA  Australasian Institute for Maritime Archaeology 
CIE   The Centre for International Heritage Activities 
DEGUWA   Deutsche Gesellschaft zur Förderung 
der Unterwasserarchäologie 
JNAPC Joint Nautical Archaeology Policy Committee 
NAS   Nautical Archaeology Society 
  
 

NGO‘s  for protection of UCH 



It is clear that with the 
growing pressure on sea 
space, the pressure on our 
underwater heritage is 
increasing.  
 
 Thijs Maarleveld,  Underwater cultural heritage under pressure. 

ICOMOS-ICUCH and University of Southern Denmark 



IS IT POSSIBLE TO HARMONIZE  NEEDS OF THE 

MARITIME  INDUSTRY, THE PUBLIC AND THE 

PRESERVATION OF UCH? 

 

HARDLY COMPATIBLE TASKS! 

 

 



Some good practice 
examples on how 

unavoidable construction 
works and heritage 

protection go hand in 
hand. 



Historic shipwrecks and prehistoric landscapes would be destroyed in 
the process of dredging and digging.  
This awareness led to intensive contact between the Rotterdam Port 
Authority and the Dutch Cultural Heritage Agency about the 
archaeological work that had to be done and the way this could be 
conducted without delays to the project.  

2 Extension 
Project (Port of 
Rotterdam) - a 
showcase of 
interdisciplinar
y research of 
underwater 
cultural 
heritage in the 
North Sea . 



The Femarnbelt Fixed Link - the new 
Baltic tunnel  

In connection to a huge construction 
work of a 18 kilometer long tunnel 
between  Germany and Denmark.  

The Femern A/S wanted the 
project carried out as a 
coast-to-coast project with 
the highest marine 
archaeological standards.  
 



 

Already during preparations for the investment 

the main challenge for Heritage Managers is to 

detect, valorise and protect the heritage in the 

best possible way. 

 

Another position is the need for mobilise 

education, thus correcting the common 

misconception of UCH as a lost treasure. 



The future of underwater archeology is also dependent upon 

the practical implementation, resolutions and 

recommendations by UNESCO and all interested parties in 

preserving underwater cultural heritage. An important aspect 

in this respect is the ecological evolution of water reserves 

worldwide. 
Constantin Chera, Former President of the Scientific and Technical 
Advisory Body of the UNESCO 2001 Convention on the Protection of 
Underwater Cultural Heritage, Rumania 
  



THANK YOU  
FOR YOUR ATTENTION 
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