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On September 8, at the State Department in Washington D.C., there will be a public hearing that will influence the State Department’s decision of whether or not to renew the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with Italy, the agreement that for five years has protected Italian cultural heritage by protecting Italian antiquities from the illicit trafficking that goes on across the two sides of the ocean. This bilateral agreement between the United States and Italy, effective since 2001, expires at the beginning of next year.
     There shouldn't be problems for the continuation of a diplomatic agreement that has made it much more difficult for the so-called "tombaroli" to earn their profits; those who after they clandestinely dig thousands of Italian archeological sites, sell the smuggled treasures to various middlemen who know the appropriate channels; channels that also bring these finds of antiquity to the most famous museums in the world. Until a few years ago it was the American market that was the most profitable for the illegal antiquities, but thanks to the MOU, now it has become much more difficult to bring these pieces to the U.S. without the necessary documents that attest to their legitimate provenance.
     "We appeal to everyone, particularly Italian Americans, to support this important accord between the U.S. and Italy", said Cindy Ho, president of SAFE (Saving Antiquities for Everyone), a non-profit organization that she founded, who will be testifying with four other supporters of SAFE at the State Department in favor of the MOU. Ho, a Chinese woman born in Hong Kong, has lived in the United States since 1972 and works in the field of graphic design. She sought out our newspaper to promote the fight SAFE is involved in and, hopefully involve our community as well.
    Ms. Ho, how did you develop the idea of SAFE?
    "It was in 2003, the day after the sacking of the Baghdad museum. It was a horrible thing that upset me. When a population loses its antiquities, its historic heritage ceases to exist. I wanted to do something fast, but didn't know what. I'm not an expert on art, I'm not an archaeologist, I don't work in a museum or university; I am only a professional graphic publicist. I wanted to go to Baghdad, but what could I have done there? So my husband suggested I find a way to use my professional knowledge, from the United States. So I founded SAFE with a web site and spread the word quickly. It is the main purpose of SAFE to raise public awareness of the problem of the market in illegal works of antiquity. SAFE knows how to involve experts in the field, but also many other normal citizens. Among the activists we have there are teenagers of eighteen years of age, people sensitive to the issue and all ready to contribute actively."
     And when did your organization decide to take on the Italy case?
     "Last January I testified at the State Department for a case that related to China; it discussed the possibility of extending an accord similar to that with Italy. Listening to the voices in the corridors, I heard that the Italian MOU renewal would soon be debated and that the accord was at risk."
     But who doesn't want the continuation of an agreement that limits illegal trafficking of antiquities between Italy and the United States?
     "There are many. Besides certain museums like the Met or the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, there are also organizations that gather together sellers and collectors of antique coins; antique coins are a flourishing market. They say ‘There are many coins already in Italian museums, leave us in peace with our collections, otherwise the coins would remain underground.’ But it is exactly this mentality that we must impede. People who loot archeological sites with unauthorized digs to look for coins don't only commit crimes against the Italian law, but they destroy the integrity of the historical memory that every site possesses. Where they pass, the historical heredity of a people is compromised."
     But there are those who declare, especially among the antiquities and art dealers, that with the choice between leaving artifacts to remain underground for who knows how long, and the purchase of artifacts by foreign museums where they can be restored and admired, the second solution should not be condemned. Are they wrong?
     "Yes Absolutely. If they want to do something, a foreign museum or institution should assist managing the sites. But archaeological sites must be preserved in their integrity, which doesn't happen when people only interested in profit get involved. The MOU also includes provisions for Italian institutions to facilitate the travel of Italian masterpieces to American museums, where they can be admired. We don't have to own these treasures to admire them here, don't you agree?”
     The illegal market in antiquities benefits other types of criminals, true?
     "Certainly, like drug traffickers and international terrorists, who use this trade to finance their main activities. A 9/11 terrorist, Mohammed Atta, did this, for example. This will be the subject of the speech that Charles Sabba, a member of SAFE, will give in front of the commission in Washington."
    In anticipation of the testimony on September 8 at the State Department, SAFE has launched an initiative called "Say Yes To Italy". You have collected signatures from regular citizens in favor of the renewal of MOU; all one has to do is go to the SAFE site (www.savingantiquities.org) to be able to support your initiative. How many signatures do you have?
    "Almost a thousand, it is not a small number, but we want more. Also, we have heard that a group of coin merchants will arrive with a pack of faxes supporting their initiative against our accord. But our signatures are collected amongst common citizens, that when asked what they think about the bilateral U.S.-Italy agreement, sign convinced at a rate of 90%; the coin collectors’ lobby has economic interests to stop certain American controls on the imports from Italy.”
     On your site one can also find information on tours that SAFE conducts in museums. What are they about?
     "Yes, we organize guided visits in several museums with information and examination of the provenance of the displayed objects. We explain on the spot what is behind a piece of art or an archeological find. We are holding two tours at the Met in October.”
     And the Italian authorities? Do they know you? Have you asked for help and support for your initiative?
     "Last April when I was at the Italian embassy in Washington, I met Roberto Natali, then in charge of the cultural affairs. He was leaving for Barcelona. So I contacted his successor, Dr. Silvia Limoncini, who told me to send our questions. I did, but up until now, she has not responded; maybe they are very busy. We knew however that the embassy would send a representative on September 8 to assist in the testimony at the State Department. We hope for the best. We need help from everyone, including your readers who can still sign on-line petition so that this very important agreement between the United States and Italy continues to preserve the integrity of the historical and cultural heritage of the Italians.”
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Intervention/Lets Help The Carabinieri's Tutela Patrimonio Culturale SAVE The Memorandum Of Understanding
 By Charles Vincent Sabba Jr. 
 

The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Italy and the United States is an agreement that restricts the importation of Italian antiquities into the U.S. dating from 900 BC to 500 AD. This has been an effective deterrent to the trade in illicit Italian antiquities. This type of market promotes and finances major criminal organizations, including the funding of terrorist cells. Police personnel risk their lives daily in Italy to intervene in these types of criminal activities. If the American government allows this agreement with one of our loyal allies to expire, the consequences will be incalculable.
    
 If the MOU expires, dirty dealers and greedy collectors will begin to weave their dishonest webs at alarming rates. It is becoming increasingly common to find items of illicit backgrounds in American auction houses; without the renewal of this MOU this phenomenon will surely increase. The level of sensitivity to these problems, as well as controls, are much lower here than in Europe.  Museum curators are tempted by big money as well. A dishonest curator who orchestrates the purchase of an antiquity with a questionable provenance can receive a 10 to 20 % kickback of the item’s final price.  There are many instances in which museums in the U.S. have purchased antiquities that the Italian government believed to have been dug from illicitly-excavated archeological sites and smuggled out of Italy. Two prime examples of this are the attic-red figured Euphronious krater and the Morgantina Silver, which was bought by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York with the help of a collector named Robert Hecht. The Italian authorities insist that they have proof that these treasures were unearthed from illicit archeological sites in Tuscany and Sicily by looters and illegally smuggled out of the country. The Italian government demanded repatriation of all of these works and the museum resisted their effort to repatriate Italy’s cultural property.
    
The Carabinieri's Tutela Patrimonio Culturale has stated in the past that besides the Met in New York there are many other large American museums that possess archeological objects that were obtained illegally, the most notorious being the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles. A curator from the Getty Museum, Marion True, has recently been indicted, along with Robert Hecht, and an Italian dealer named Giacomo Medici, for criminal conspiracy to receive stolen goods and illicit receipt of archeological objects.  With this trial, the result of a ten year TPC investigation, the Carabinieri are sending a strong message to criminals: do not dig up, steal, or smuggle Italy's artistic heritage!

The Italian Carabinieri's Tutela Patrimonio Culturale was established in 1969. They were the first police unit in the world specialized in art crimes. They are respected worldwide as the most elite investigators in this field.

It is a human duty to preserve the world's cultural patrimony.  The patrimony of Italy belongs first and foremost to the Italian people, a generous people who are willing to share their artistic wealth with the world through visitors to Italy and through museum loans. The Italians are also a strong-willed people who refuse to let criminals steal their  treasures. The illicit antiquities trade is a criminal enterprise, operated by criminals, who are committing crimes against the Italian people. We must renew the MOU.
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