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Current 
enforcement 

and evidential 
challenges weaken 
penal punishments 
for cultural objects-
related crime.
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Sales in the  global art market
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Share of high  net worth collectors
By expenditure level in 2020, %

Money laundering, sanctions evasion 
and financial accumulation

 (20)

 (21)

50.1

0

20

40

60

2015 20202009

The art market is 
one of low risk 

but high reward 
for organised 
criminals, terrorists 
and militias.
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The Rotenberg Case
How illicit money has been laundered  through the art market 
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Method of avoiding detection
auction house or gallery does

due diligence on the intermediary
rather than the undisclosed
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Simplified explanation of  the flow  
of looted antiquities  into the  

legitimate art market

LEGITIMATE ART 
MARKET

e.g. collectors, museums

PROFESSIONAL 
ENABLERS 

e.g. art dealers, auction 
houses, etc.

MASTERMINDS
e.g. individuals (Giacomo 
Medici) or criminal gangs 
( )

HEAD OF REGION
Buyer from – and sometimes 

commissioner of – the 
supplier.

TERRORIST 
GROUPS/
MILITIAS 

e.g. ISIS

SUPPLIERS
e.g. local tomb robbers (tombaroli) or looters

of cultural heritage/archaeological sites

STRAW
BUYERS

Individuals who purchase the 
cultural objects on the 

masterminds’ behalf and sell 
back to them.

B

A

C

FREEPORT
Establish false provenance 

for the object, with which to 
obtain legal export 

documents/conceal the 
object/exchange 

the object.

Triangulation is a common strategy to cover up the real 
source of an unprovenanced cultural object. A, the real source 
(MEDICI OR CRIMINAL GANGS for example), wants to sell to C (a 
MUSEUM OR COLLECTOR). C does not wish to be seen as buying 
from A so A passes the object to B, the ‘safe’ INTERMEDIARY 

(usually but not always a dealer) who then ‘sells’ to C. 
A key purpose of triangulation, and the structures in this 

diagram, is to keep the end point of the chain (the actors that 
represent demand in THE LEGITIMATE ART MARKET) ‘clean’.

Funds and/or weapons

Cultural objects
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Rather than being 
unregulated, 

the art market is 
poorly regulated.

Cultural goods−related actions
Since 2011

2020

2019

2018

OPERATION PANDORA V

OPERATION ATHENA II / 
OPERATION PANDORA IV

BOOK THIEVES

LOOTING LIBRARY ARCHIVES

OPERATION SARDICA
seized more than 30 000 artefacts, 
including Greek and Roman ceramics, 
helmets, funeral urns, lamps, arrowheads 
and spears – thought to be 
either genuine or forged.

dismantled an organised crime group 
suspected of stealing maps in the archival 
collections of libraries throughout Europe.

15 suspects arrested in Romania and the 
United Kingdom in an investigation into 
the theft of 260 priceless antique books 
from a warehouse in Feltham (UK).

19 000 stolen artefacts recovered 
and 101 arrested.

over 56 400 cultural goods seized and 
67 arrests in an action involving 31 
countries.





COMPLIANT OR COMPLICIT? | SECURITY IMPLICATIONS OF THE ART MARKET

 (55)

-
 (56)

-
-
-

-
 (57)

-
-

 (58)

-
-

 (59)

-

-
 (60)

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS
-
-

-

 ›

 ›
-
-

 ›
-

-

 (61)

References
*

 (1)

 (2)

 (3) Art Basel & UBS Report, 

 (4)

 (5)

 (6)

 (7)

Apollo, 

 (8)

 (9)




PRINT
ISBN 978-92-9462-035-4  CATALOGUE NUMBER QN-AK-21-023-EN-C  ISSN 2599-8943  DOI 10.2815/442153
ONLINE
ISBN 978-92-9462-034-7  CATALOGUE NUMBER QN-AK-21-023-EN-N  ISSN 2315-1110  DOI 10.2815/402489

Published by the EU Institute for Security Studies and printed in Belgium by Bietlot.
Cover image credit: Chuttersnap/Unsplash

ALICE MUNNELLY

 (10)

 (11)

 (12)

 (13)

 (14)

 (15)

 (16)

 (17)

 (18)

ARTnews

 (19)

Global Crime

 (20)

 (21)

 (22) , 

 (23)

 (24)

 (25)

 (26)  

 (27)

 (28)

 (29)

 (30)

 (31) The Art Market 2021

 (32) Cultural 

 (33)

 (34)

New York Times

 (35)

 (36)

 (37)

 (38)

 (39)

 (40)

 (41)

 (42)

 (43)

 (44)

 (45) Culture 
Without Context

 (46)

 (47)

 (48)

 (49)

 (50) Artnet 
News,

 (51)

Art Market Monitor

 (52)

 (53)

 (54)

 (55)

 (56)

 (57)

Artnet News

 (58)

 (59)

 (60)

, 

 (61)


	COMPLIANT OR COMPLICIT? Security implications of the art market
	INTRODUCTION
	PARTICULARITIES OF THE ART MARKET
	THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE ART MARKET AND INTERNATIONAL SECURITY
	COMBATING THE ILLICIT TRADE IN CULTURAL OBJECTS
	POLICY CONSIDERATIONS


