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Differences between archaeologists and treasure hunters
often stem from a misunderstanding about what archaeOLOGISTS DO 7E TRY TO RECONSTRUCT PAST CULTURES THROUGH
THE STUDY OF THEIR MATERIAL REMAINS 7E ARE INTERESTED IN
archaeological sites and contexts, and the most interesting artifacts we study seldom have market value. In other
words, archaeologists are not antiquarians.
I have spent almost 20 years fighting treasure hunters.
My involvement in this fight started in Portugal in the
early 1990s when treasure hunting was legalized there.
My first reaction was trying to understand the treasure
hunter’s viewpoints and objectives, but that was not easy.
Some dismissed us altogether as natives of a poor country.
Others promised to raise an entire caravel and put it in an
aquarium. Others claimed that they were going to salvage
fabulous treasures and give us half of everything they would
find. To my astonishment, people believed most of these
tall stories.
My experience with treasure hunters was therefore not
a positive one. I saw them lying for money, destroying
archaeological sites without a thought for what they were
doing, fooling their investors and bragging about it, stiffing
local populations, and scamming politicians with invented
stories and fake promises. I saw them claiming the right
to do whatever they wanted, as if they owned the planet.
I met the kind that is more prone to make declarations to
the media than to actually dive. And I met treasure hunters that worked in silence, salvaged real cargos, sold them
discretely, and made real money.
At times archaeologists work with treasure hunters in
order to fulfill contractual obligations to governments or
lend some expertise to their work. Some come out and
complain about the frustrations of working in for-profit
ventures: to maximize profit and to do good archaeology are directly opposite objectives. Few publish reports.
Everywhere secrecy has been the rule, even when reports
are produced and sometimes even published. The quality of most reports is poor: fuzzy data, bad or incomplete
site plans, no sections, no complete artifact catalogues, no
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recording of hull remains, and no conservation of artifacts
without market value.
Like me, other archaeologists cringe before this reality.
Imagine us patiently working to try to understand vanished
cultures and the differences and similarities between them
and those of the present, gathering data, studying the expressions of humanity contained in every different society,
looking for patterns that may enhance our knowledge of
what it means to be human… and being asked to accommodate the reasons of those who want to destroy the fragile,
rare and non-renewable archaeological evidence for profit,
or for fun, or for both.
It is easy to imagine how treasure hunters’ interests may
come across as shallow, or ignorant, or naive, or selfish, and
this situation fosters the development of a holier-than-thou
attitude. Together with a professional tribal feeling, this
attitude may blur reality into an Orwellian vision: archaeologists good/treasure hunters bad, and develop an unhealthy
SELF RIGHTEOUSNESS AMONG ARCHAEOLOGISTS 7HO CAN SYMPAthize with those that want to destroy archaeological sites
for short-term profit, and leave a planet without history to
their own children?
These high moral grounds called for a holy war and in
the process we stopped asking a few important questions:
what is the difference between a treasure hunter and an
archaeologist who does not publish his or her excavations?
7HY HAVE SO MANY BUREAUCRATS BECOME PROHIBITIONISTS IN
THEIR OLD AGE 7HY DO WE STILL ALLOW TH CENTURY NATIONALISTIC FEELINGS TO LINGER AMONG THE COMMUNITY 7HY IS
the circulation of primary data so hampered outside the
United States?
It was in this context that from the 1970s onwards
a growing number of archaeologists gathered around
organizations such as ICOMOS and UNESCO, and in
2001 produced a Convention on the Protection of the
Underwater Cultural Heritage. In March 2010 it had been
ratified by 27 states.
The legitimacy of its authors is not in question: they
were appointed by their governments, the majority of
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WHICH ARE PARLIAMENTARY DEMOCRACIES "UT PERHAPS BECAUSE
a significant number of archaeologists involved in its drafting were bureaucrats, the resulting text can be interpreted
as a repressive tool that pushes conservation in situ with
A BLIND AND STUBBORN OPTIMISM 7ORSE TOGETHER WITH
a commendable call for an end to the destruction of the
world’s submerged cultural heritage, it sets the bar too
high for archaeologists: Rule 1 of the Annex states: that
“…activities directed at underwater cultural heritage…
may be authorized for the purpose of making a significant
contribution to protection or knowledge or enhancement
of underwater cultural heritage.” I am afraid that as all
repressive rules, this Convention may invite arbitrary
behavior, nepotism, and even corruption.
Despite all criticisms, I am actually glad that there
is a Convention, and I find that most of the text of the
!NNEX IS WELL CRAFTED FAIR AND RELEVANT "UT WE MUST NOT
STOP HERE 7E NEED A GENERATION OF YOUNG ARCHAEOLOGISTS
AND EXCAVATIONS TO TRAIN THEM 7E NEED TO EMPHASIZE 2ULES
30 and 31 of the Annex, which focus on schedules and
destinations for reports, and fight for a rapid and clear flow
of information worldwide. The culture of secrecy that so
often surrounds archaeologists is hurting us. Treasure
hunters are decades ahead of archaeologists when it
comes to public relations strategies. The world of nautical
archaeology is a small world: we need ethical standards
that make principles applicable to everybody and not only
treasure hunters and those who do not have friends in their
country’s bureaucracies.
The next years will show us whether the Convention
will help protect anything. Prohibitions alone seldom stop
activities that are socially accepted, such as looting and
treasure hunting.
In the meantime, Odyssey is changing the landscape,
publishing reports and submitting them to public scrutiny.
This is a development that we should follow closely. In
documenting and publishing their salvage operations, they
are placing themselves above the archaeologists that do
not publish their excavations on the archaeology decency
scale. Having spent the best part of the last two decades
complaining against treasure hunter’s secrecy, I applaud
Odyssey’s new policy and look forward to starting a
constructive dialogue, solidly based on printed and
published reports. In a democratic world we may all
disagree, but we must acknowledge the opinions of our
opponents and take close note when they use private
resources that are of public interest and benefit.
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